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PREFACE 
In spite of the fact that there is no comrure-
h en s I v e w o r k o n 0' Ne i I I 1 s u s e o f s ym b o I I s m, t h e f o I I ow i n g h a v c 
been helpful in this study of 0 1 Nei 11 's use of symbol ism. Of 
particular value In assessing 0 1Neil1 1 s life and In a gener"I 
interpretation of the plays are such works as Croswell Bowen, 
~ Cu r s e E..f. J..b.$. M I s b ego t t en : A T a I e o f t h e re u s e c f 0 ' I\! e i I I ; 
Dor Is V. Fa I k, Eu o en e 0' Ne i I I and fu Tr a a i c Tens Ion: An 
-
Interpretative Study of the Plays. A monumental blograr;hy Is 
that of Arthur and Barbara Gelb, Eugene O'Neill. Its only 
fau It ls that it is not documented, al though they have Indicated 
that there wi 11 be a documented edition in the future. ".Xfel I 
documented and the best is the first of a promised two-volume 
work, Louis Sheaffer's Eugene O'Neill: Son~ Playwriaht. 
In studying imagery, Johann Bachofen, Myth, Religion, 
and Mother Rights; Charles Feidelson, Symbol Ism.!.!!.£ American 
Literature; ~arl Jung, Psycholopy of lli Unconscious: ~Stud¥ 
of lli T r an s f o rm a t i o n ···a n d S ym bo I i s m .2£. t h e L i b i do ; Su s an n e 
K. L anger, F e e I I n g ~ Form: ~ Theory of Ar t ; Bern I c e St o t e 1 
Myth .!!2..2 Symbol; and Sigmund Freud, Totem .!.!!..2 Taboo were of 
mu ch va I u e. 
Before continuing, I wish to thank the members of 
my doctoral committee: Associate Professor Thomas R. Gorman; 
As s i s t an t P r of es so r WI I I i am R • H 1 e be I , and i n par t I cu I a r I t s 
chairman, Associate Professor Paul A. Hummert. ;l 
l i 
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I NT RODUCT I CN 
The recipient of o~e Nobel prize and four Pulitzer 
prizes, the immediate subject of innumerable literary studies, 
Eugene Gladstone O'Nei 11 has justifiably assumed the indis-
putable honor of America's greatest dramatist. Primarl ly be-
cause of his experiments in both the composition and the pro-
duction of the drama, it can truly be said that with him the 
American theatre came of age. In so far as his art was con-
·cerned 0'Nei I I was a very fortunate man. At the time that he 
was beginning to express himself In the dramatic medium, as 
ear I y a s I 91 5, t h er e were I n t he off i n g two t he a t r i c a I gr o u p s 
who were interested In experimental drama. They were the 
Provincetown Players and later the Greenwich Village.Players, 
and they were to be responsible for giving 0'Nei II an oppor-
tunity for experimenting in the writing of the drama and In 
Its staging in a way that no other dramatist before him had 
had. O'Nei 11 was adamant when anyone questioned his sense 
and feel Ing for the drama, and he took ful I advantage of these 
opportunities to create experimentally. Restless and some-
times reckless, he proceeded from experiment to experiment, 
and each play was very much a projection of an original mind. 
Some of these creations were to be powerful and suc-
cessful such as Stranae Interlude, others were to be powerful 
and not so successful such as lli Hair¥ Ape, and some were to 
be powerful and completely unsuccessful such as The Great God 
- -
Brown and .!:._azarus laughed; but none were to be repeated in the 
same way. It was, however, O'Neill 1 s determination and his 
... 2 
Imaginative dramatic ability that permitted him to express the 
tragic vision of his dramatic principle. He was .to reiterate 
many times that he was acutely conscious of the force behind 
Life -- Fate, God, our biological past -- all contributing to 
the present. Behind this Mystery lay the eternal tragedy of 
Man in his glorious, self-destructive struggle to make the 
Force express him instead of being, as· an animal is, an In• 
finltesimal Incident in Its expression. 1 This to him was a 
subject worth writing about, and it was possible to develop 
a t r a g I c ex pr es s i o n I n . te rm s of t r an s f i g u r e d mod e r n v a I u e s 
and symbols which might to some degree bring home to members 
of a modern audience their ennobling Identity with the tragic 
figures on stage. 
T h a t h e w a s em i n en t I y s u cc es sf u I i n ex p r e s s i n g. h i s 
concepts of the drama is evidenced by the numerous studies 
devoted to him and h Is works. It was because of these very 
Innovations and experiments in the drama that his plays were 
either laude.d or rejected in his own lifetime, and it was 
also because of the drama of his own personal life that the 
critics of the plays have had great difficulty in separating 
0 1 Nelll the Man from 0 1 Neil I the Myth; and both from the plays 
themselves. For example, it is a fact and it Is important 
to note that O'Nei 11 's personal I ife utended -- whatever 
the degree -- into his drama. Al I of his biographers and 
IEugene O'Neill, "Neglected Poet, 11 In O'Neill and His 
Plays: Four Decades of Criticism, eds. Oscar Cargi I I, N:- ---
Srvl I ionfdgin, and WTII lam ]. Fis her <New York: New York 
University Press, 1963) 1 PP• 125-126. 
3 
many of the critics of his plays point out that 0 1 Ncll l·'s 
as s 0 c t a t t o n w i t h h i s f am i I y r es u I t e d I n on e of t h e mo s t 
psychically disturbed and complex human beings that one ts 
able to encounter outside The House of Atteus and The House 
of Thebes. As a man he was unable to reconcile the destructive 
emo t i o n s of h I s f am i I y t i es , I o ya I t i es , I o v e s , and h a t es w i t h 
the intellectual Ideals and principles of the dramatist. In 
this sense O'Neil l's life can positively be characterized 
a~ the curse of the misbegotten. From the early plays 0 1 Nei II 1 s 
family appear undisguised -- El la and Jim Downey in .611 Cf>d's 
Chillun Q2!_ !.L!lru. to his completely autobiographical master• 
piece .!:2..!?.9. Dav'~ Journey l!!.!.£ Night. 
The significance of these facts is important because 
they have essentially determined the direction of O'Neil I 
criticism. Hailed as a theatrical innovator in his own day, 
in later years his plays were often rejected because of these 
very innovations as being topical and even gimmicky. The re-
sult has been that until the late nineteen fifties and sixties 
'criticism of the plays along with any attempts at evaluation 
has been often subjective and at best uneven. It should be 
noted and emphasized, however, at this point that there Is 
still much disagreement about the literary value of the plays 
a s i n d i v i du a I w o r k s of a r t a n d a bo u t t he c r e a t i .v e ab ii i t y of 
the author. In all probability it is the deliberate ambiva-
lence and complexity of both ideas and .structure in these 
highly experimental plays that is responsible for their power 
and fascination for each .new .generation. 
4 
Among the earliest of the O'Neill critics to r.ecog• 
nlze something of the ambivalent nature of the plays was 
Barrett H. Clark. 2 In his brief and very personal 1..~..a.!.!!.! 
O'Neill: ~.M!!!.~.li!.!. Plays he does not let his friend-
ship for O'Neill the man interfere with his criticism of 
O'Nei II the dramatist and with the plays. He recognizes 
O'Neill as the greatest American dramatist, and he sees the 
plays as an expression of one whose own suffering and agony 
In I ivtng are carried over Into the plays. Unfortunately 
he did not have a chance to know O'Neil l's very last plays. 
This same thesis is expressed In an even more critical book 
by Dor Is V. Fa lk, Eugene ,o' Ne i I I ~ .fu Tragic Tens ion: 
An Interpretative Study .2.f..~ Plays.3 Her analysis of the 
plays is based essentially on the psychology of Freud and 
Jung. According to her theory O'Neill was attempting in his 
plays to explain human suffering and to justify the ways 
of God or Fate to Man. She sees In O'Neil l's characters 
Man fated very much In the sense of Greek tragedy, but Man 
.also as ultimately a free and responsible agent who brings 
most of his grief upon him through pride. Hers was a pio-
neer study that was to initiate innumerable analyses of the 
Influence of Nietzsche, Freud, and Jung on the tragedies. 
Thts same theme was expanded by Croswell Bowen In 
2Barrett H. Clark, Eugene O'Neil I: The Man and His 
Plays, 5th rev. ed. (New York: Dover, 1947f:--·- - -
Joor is v. Falk, Eu~ene O'Nei II and the Tragic Tension: 
An lnter0retative Study ofhe Plays ('i\l'eW"Br'iinswick, N.J.: iru'tgers nlversify Press-;-f~). 
5 
Th e cu r s e £.!.. lli. M i s be go t t en : .6. .!..tl! 2i. .!l! Hou s e tl 0' Ne r H • 4 
-the very tttle is indicative of a concept of life that O'Neill 
was to express many times both publ ic1y to hrs friends and in-
trlnslcal ly In his plays: Yank says in lli Hairy Ape that his 
only crime was being born, al I four characters fn !.2.2,a Day's 
Journey l.!l±.2 NLght reflect the same bel ref, and his last 
great play he even entitled~ M2.2.!!, .i.2.!:. the Misbegotten. 
Bowen's major thesis was that like the fated houses in Greek 
drama O•Nel I l's family likewise was doomed to bring tragedy 
and destruction to one another, a theme Bowen feels is ex-
pressed In most of the plays. The best and most complete bio• 
graphical study was done in 1962 by Arthur and Barbara Gelb, 
entitled 0'Nel I t, 5 a simple enough title and the only word 
that O'Neill wanted written on his tombstone. It Is the most 
factual account of his I ife, indeed a monument to the man, 
and it contains thorough and perceptive discussions of the 
plays themselves. In 1964 Frederic Carpenter published 
Eugene 0'Neill, 6 a study In much the same vein as those· of Falk 
and Bowen. He views the characters In the plays as psychological 
-- conscious or unconscious -- projections of O'Nei II and his 
famlly. In his belief O'Neill began early In his life to 
search for the meaning In life the search for the dream 
beyond the horizon that he was to find only after a long day's 
4 Cr o s w e I I Bow en , Th e Cu r s e o f t h e M i s b e Q o t t e n : A 
Ta I e of the House of O•Ne ill (New Y'OrT: McGraw-Hi 11, 1959). 
- ·-- _,_ . - ----
SArthur and Barbara Gelb, O'Neill, 2nd ed. (New 
Yo r k : Har p e r a n d Row, I 96 2 J • 
6Frederic I. Carpenter, Eugene O•Nei 11 (New York: 
Twayne Publishers, 1964). 
u 
Journey Jnto night. Carpenter notes very clearly, how~ver,. 
that when dramatic artistry demanded it, as t t did rn the 
play .bs!!.a Day's Journey l.!l!.!2. Night and as it had in no pre-
vious play, O'Neil I could be very objective. The idea is, 
and Mr. Carpenter should ha~e noted.!t, that O'Nel I I was the 
consummate artist even ff at the same time he was his own 
psychiatrist or confessor. 
The first major critic to remove O'Neil I from the 
plays -- which is to discuss the plays .as works of art that 
fail or succeed on their own merits -- is John Henry Raleigh 
who in 1965 presented a very fine evaluation of O'Neil I's art, 
.I.b.! Plays £i Eugene 0'Nei 11. 7 It should be noted, however, 
that Raleigh, as do all of the critics. recognizes the role 
that O'Nei 11 's personal I Jfe played in the dramas he wrote: 
the emotions of hate, love, jealousy, and bitterness toward 
his father, mother, and brother, and his attempts to rationallze 
such feelings In his drama required a continual and courageous 
struggle. The most Interesting and valuable aspect of Raleigh's 
book fs his study of O'Nei II 's method of structuring his 
plays. For example, one aspect that O'Neill uses tn structur-
tng his plays is that of contrast, and one way of achieving 
this contrast ts through Imagery. In lli Hairy Ape Yank Is 
incapable of rationalizing; yet he is equated always with 
Rodin's The Thinker. Yank Is at home in the hull of the 
stoker at sea, but on land he is misplaced and unable to 
function. In A_ll God's Chillun Got .. Wlngs white Ella is con-
7John H. Raleigh, The Plays of Eugene O'Neill (Car-
bondale, Illinois: SoutherillllinoisUnTversity Press, 196St. 
7 
trastcd with black Jtm Downey, and they even try to exehangt 
roles. Marv Tyrone's Journey from day (ratfonal, aware) into 
n f g h t ( do pc 1 o b I i v i on J i s a I so a Jou r n e y f n to t h e h e I I o f 
truth. In essence Raleigh secs in O'Nci 11 's plays a pattern 
consfsting in one part of repetition not only of themes, but 
also what Ttmo Tiusanem in O'Neil l's Scenic lmagesB would call 
Image clusters: memory, the past, contrasted with the pre-
sent; color, black-white; land-sea; night-day; and so on. 
· Tfusanem pofnb out that O'Neil l's images arc repeated in the 
p I av s • 0' Ne i I I' s u $ e of t h e m as k i s a c as c i n po f n t • I n 
m God's Chi llun Q2l. Wings the Congo mask Is used to remind 
Jim Downey of his blackness and his racial heritage. In The 
-
Great~ Brown the mask Is used to hide the inner feelings 
of the characters in much the same way that they wear clothes 
to cover their nakedness. The mask Jn M2.urning Becomes Electra 
Is used to indicate the separation of the members of the 
Man non f amt I v as we I I as to i n d I ca t e the fated is o I at ion of' 
t he f' am i I v i ts e I f • 
It has been essentially then only in the last de-
cad e t hat t he very bes t 0' Ne i I I c r i t i c f s m h as been w r i tt en. 
Probably time and distance arc responsible for pcrmf ttlng a 
more objective study of the plays as tragic drama. Much of 
the "shock" associated with the innovative interior monologues 
In Strange Interlude and the sheer, overpowering length of 
Mournino Becomes _gjcctra has dissipated. On the other hand, 
ft is perhaps a tribute to O'Nei 11 's contribution to the stage 
8Tlmo Tiusanem, ~ttetll's Scenic Images (Princeton, 
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1968). 
8 
end modern drama that we hardly blink at the length of his 
plays In viewing the scope of his dramatic achieve:ment. Just 
what that achievement was is still being determined and evalu-
ated as evidenced by the current interest in both him and his 
plays. Louis Sheaffer recently published an excel lent first 
volume of a projected work of perhaps several volumes.9 Of 
the critically sound works listed above it is interesting to 
note that three discuss the plays as Freudian and Jungian, 
and only two discuss in any depth his method of structurinQ 
the play and his use of imagery. Not one discusses the kind 
0 f s ymbo I i s m or th e way h e exp er i men ts w I t h i t s u s age I n h I s 
plays. O'Nei 11 himself said that it was through symbcls that 
he expressed his tragic vislon. 10 Certainly symbolism is one 
important device he: used in his uperimental dramas and there--
fore a necessary aspect of his dramatic hchnique. He used 
symbol Ism to extend the boundary, the scope, ~nd the meaning 
In his plays beyond the I imits of mere straightforward real ism. 
Symbolism permitted him to depart from orderly, logical lan-
guage to a psychological sequence of imaginative tanguage, 
at th e s am e t i me r em a i n i n g t r u e to h i s c h a r a c t er s o n a r e a I I s -
tic level. The symbol as O'Neill used It functions as an 
agent of poetic and dramatic intensification to universal izc 
his themes. "Any form of real ls tic technique was for 0 1 Nel II 
simply a means of working out the plot. It was but ~.means 
9 Louis Sheaffer, O'Neill: l2.!!, _!.!!2. Playwright (Boston: 
Little, Brown and Co., 1968). 
l~elb, PP• 350-355. 
9 
to an end and that end was symbolic representation. The 
next step was to select the particular type of symbol Ism to 
be us e d f n t h a t par t i cu I a r P I a Y. I t w as th e c r u c i ~ I prob I em 
(or O'Neill in any play. He needed a wider field and the 
deeper meanings that some form of symbolism would 9ive him."" 
A study of dramatic influences on O'Neil l's use of 
symbolism in his experimental plays would be of great help 
fn evaluating the plays, but unfortunately no such study has 
been done. Undoubtedly as Barrett H. Clark points out the 
three most important influences on 0 1 Nei I I were Ntetzsche, 
Strindberg, and Wedekind among European philosophers and 
playwrights.12 O'Neill was to say many times that his un-
disputed master was Strindberg, a point that he reiterated 
and emphasized strongly In his Nobel prize acceptance speech. 
Too he must have known the symbolist poets, because Jamie 
Tyrone quotes from them, notably Baudelaire, in .h.2.!lg Day's· 
Journey~ Night. The extent of his reading is again sug-
gested in l2.!!.g J.?av's. Journey J.!l!.2. Night (even though the 
purpose of such a description is ironic) when 0 1Nei II In the 
stage directions lists in the library such novelists as Balzac, 
Zola, Stendhal; and such philosophers and sociologists as 
Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Marx, Engels, Kropotkin, Max Stirner; 
and such poets as Swinburne, Rossetti, Wilde, Ernest Dowson, 
and Kipling. In that this play is essentially autobiographical, 
these must have been the works in the O'Nei 11 I ibrary. Another 
11 Sophus K. Winther, Eugene.O'Nei 11:. A Critical 
Stud'!, 2nd ed. !New York: Random House, 19611-; PP• 264-265. 
12clark, P• 84. 
• 
IV 
important influence was that of Freud and Jung, and cu~iously 
enough O'Neill does not include their names In his reading list. 
Freud's study of dreams and his Totem .!.!!.2 Taboo are primary 
studiu in symbolism. That O'Neill knew them is amply pointed 
out by the plays and by their critics, and he himself under• 
went extensive psychiatric analysis.13 
Symbolism then is one important aspect in the study 
of the O'Nei I I play, for 0'Nei I I himself emphasized many times 
that it was the symbolism in his plays that mattered because 
he had more to say than cou.ld.be said in the plain, unshaded 
word. Because there has been no in-deoth study of O'Neil l's 
use of symbolism it is the purpose of this paper to examine 
that symbolism in eight of his major experimental plays. In 
t h a t s ym bo I i s m i s o n I y o n e a s p e c t of t h e p I a y s , t h i s s tu d y i s 
intended as an initial, pioneer, and exploratory one limited 
in scope to these eight plays: Ih~ Hairy Ap~ (1921J, ~·God's 
Ch i I I u n §?..!. W i n 9 s ( I 92 3 ) , Des i r e ~.~..2..s!. fu E I ms I I 92 4 l , .lli 
Great God Brown ( 19251, Strange Interlude 11926-271, Mourning 
Becomes Electra ( 1929-1931 J, The Iceman Cometh ( 1939), and 
l2..!!.s. Day's Journey~ Night (1939-41). This choice of 
plays is not totally arbitrary for two reasons: because after 
studying the O'Nei II canon these seem to be the plays in which 
he used symbols most experimentally, and secondly these plays 
cover his whole career of writing. 
There are three basic areas in each play fn which 
C'Neill used symbolism experimentally: setting, character, 
13Gelb, P• 565. 
• 
I I 
and plot. There Is no particular significance in the order-
0 
f I 1 s t i n g t he s e t hr e e c a t ego r i es b e c au s e an y o n e o f t h em 
might be the particular area in which O'Neill is experimenting 
Jn any particular play, and because he had the ability as a 
great dramatist to so completely integrate the three cate-
gories. for example, in Mourning Becomes Electra O'Neill is 
decidedly concerned with Hie use of the Atreus legend In Greek 
literature as the basis for constructing the plot of his own 
modern day myth or legend of the House of Mammon. The Great 
--
God Brown is O'Nei 11 's experiment with facial masks to reveal 
-
the inner or psychological nature of his characters; hence the 
mask Is an absolutely integral part of the setting, and at the 
same time it Is a device for revealing character. Indeed 
O'Nei I l's use of masks could constitute a separate category 
of symbolic study • .!:.2.!!.g Day's Journey l.!!..t2 Niaht is essen• 
tially a memory play, and hence there is very little action 
or plot. The emphasis is on the character of the four members 
of the Tyrone family. 
O'Neill wrote for the reader as well as for the stage 
and consequently used images both in dialogue and extensive 
s t age d i r e c t i on s th at w o u I d be d r am a t I c a I I y and t h eat r i c a I I y 
effective. His use of stage directions alone could produce 
a separate symbol le study. Therefore interpretation of the 
plays depends to a large degree on a careful analysis of the 
imagery in the stage directions: character descriptions, 
stage design, 11 ght i ng, costuming, make-up, props 1 and other 
technical devices. So important did he consider these stage 
directions .th.at they often form a significant portion of the 
12 
written play. 
It ts however in the three basic areas of setting, 
character, and plot that O'Neill uses his symbols to emphasize 
slmf lar themes, ideas, philosophies, character traits, or for 
Introducing entirely new concepts. There are certain major 
symbols in these three areas that function as psychological 
transference revealing 0'Nel 11 's own concepts of the human/God 
relationship and the ambiguous situations in which he has 
artistical Iv placed his characters to have them solve or not 
5 0 I v e c er t a I n pro b I ems : For ex amp I e, i s man f r e e or de t er m I n e d? 
Can he really separate the world of reality from the world of 
f llusioni Should he exert himself by action or should he 
remain Inactive? Some of these major symbols are Belonging-
Securi ty, Race, Family, love-Hate, Self-destruction-rebirth, 
House-Home, Alcohol, Drugs, Fog, Woman (Mother, Sister, Pros-
t i tu t e ) , Se a, Se a vs • L and, Re I i g ion, P I ace-Sett i n g-Geo graph v, 
Names, Masks, Sun, Sunlight, Moon, Foghorn, Trees, Fences, 
Gates, Stairs', Horizons, Ships, Black, White, Songs (the use 
of which alone would constitute a fascinating study), Poetry, 
and Titles of Plays. 
In each of the eight plays O'Neill is experimenting 
with symbolism and new dramatic forms. The experimental 
method that 0'Nei II uses in The Hairy Ape he cal led super-
natural Ism, by which he meant a combination of naturalism 
and ex pr es s i o n I s m. The s ymbo I i c expressionistic devices he 
us es are the masks in the New York Fifth Avenue scene and the 
Zoo scene I n which Yank i s subsumed f n to the go r i I I a. 
The method of Al I God IS Chillun Got Wings Is realistic with 
-
• 13 
overtones of romanticism In the love plot. The most strlk·· 
Ing symbol le devices that he experiments with are the con• 
trast of color -- Black and White and the thirteen songs 
used to further plot and develop character. Desire under 
the Elms is a return to almost pure naturalism with a New 
--
Engl and setting of decaying Puritanism against which 0 1 Nei 11 
experiments with plot and character based on the Greek tra-
gedies of Medea and Hippolytus. The symbolic device that 
O'Neill experiments with in one of his most symbolic ex-
pressionistic plays, The Great God Brown, is the mask, used 
to create a new depth in the psychological dimensions of 
character. In Strange Interlude O'Neill experiments with 
the psychology of probing to find the identity of one char-
acter In particular, Nina Leeds. For the first time O'Neill 
uses the interior monologue to reveal the depths of char-
acter, and the presentation of Nina's case history requires 
a playing time of six or seven hours. Mourning Becomes 
Electra deals experimentally with Greek legend and myth, es• 
pecial ly In terms of the Greek conventions of plot and char• 
acter, in creating a modern Oresteia. The major symbols used 
In this play are Seth Beckwith as the Greek Chorus, the chanty 
11 Shenandoah 11 as a dramatic refrain parallel Ing the action of 
the play, and the blessed isles as a symbol of the freedom 
that they are all seeking. In his most naturalistic play 
.!Jl! Iceman Cometh Q•Nei I 1 uses the symbolic device of group-
ing his characters Into three concentric circles In which he 
proceeds to show their effects on one another in th~ir own 
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group and eventually their effects on the other groups~ In 
a play of "faithful real ism, 11 l2.!!Jl Day's Journey into Night, 
O'Neill draws almost totally from family relationships as he 
h•d never done before to symbolize dramatically and tragfc• 
ally the chaotic effects of their lives on one another. 
M.AN I N A CAGE 
The public saw just the stoker, not the 1 
symbol, and the symbol makes the play •••• 
In a very strong and convincing analysis of The 
Hair)'. Ape, John H. Raleigh presents Robert Smith as an 
2 Everyman. However, as one who fal Is -- or perhaps more 
accurately is catapulted from innocent certainty to com-
plex incertitudes, he is best known as Yank, who as the 
play puts it, falls from belonging "to not belonging." 
Such a fall is capable of precipitating the ultimate in 
frustration and humiliation. In a more nebulous discussion 
Robert Andreach suggests that Yank may wel I be 0'Nei 11 's 
representation of Dante's fal I or descent into the Inferno. 
Through his fal I Yank develops a consciousness of alienation 
not from just belonging, but also from something higher 
than himself. 3 O'Neill himself says that Yank Is a symbol 
of man who has fallen from his old harmony with nature and 
Is not able to rise to or acquire a new harmony of the spirit. 4 
In this sense The Hairy Ape has been assumed by 
critics as being anything from a purely social ~tudy of Mankind 
1
o•Neill, in O'Neill~ His Plays, P• l'JO. 
2 Ra I e i gh, P• 169. 
3Robert J. Andreach, "O'Neil I's Use of Dante in The 
Fountain and lli Hairy Ape, 11 Modern Drama, IC, I (May 196iT, 
P• 53. 
4o•Neill, in O'Neill~ His. Plays, p. Ill. 
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in his political state to a detailed !though somewhat 
muddled) representation of Man in a state of moral anarchy. 
On the other hand, there are those critics who refuse to see 
the play other than as a caricature of some Freudian character 
who is somewhere on the scale of a low calibre of evolution, 
one caught somewhere between Hercules and Ceteban.S 
In making these assumptions, there have been count-
less references to both general and specific symbols, but 
there has been no attempt to study them as any kind of co• 
hes Ive force that would enhance whatever is the ultimate 
s i g n i f i can c e of t he p I a y. Such a s ymb o I i c study of the p I a y 
rev ea I s t hes e s ymb o I s ope r at i n g i n at I ea s t th r e e major 
areas: Setting; Characterizations both in the personal and 
human sense as well as in the general or institutional sense; 
and Themes as beliefs, concepts, and doctrines. Such a divi-
sion fs merely suggestive and descriptive, certainly not 
categorical because one realizes that these symbols may 
operate simultaneously In a multi-dimensional manner, archi• 
tectually, perceptually, and conceptually and that they may 
be accompanied and supported by myriad minor or lesser symbois. 
By deliberately choosing a symbol le setting, O'Nel I I 
is able to illustrate the subtle interplay between external 
fnf luences and the inner experiences of his characters. These 
experiences may be conscious or unconscious, but they do com-
pel his material t.o~assumf: certain forms. 6 The form of lli 
Soavid W. Seivers, Freud on Broadway lNew York: 
Her m I t a g e Hou s e, I 9 5 5 ) , p • I 3 2 • 
6 Ibid., P• 133. 
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Hafry Apt demanded eight scenes in which Yank's fal I can 
-b~ effectively achieved. In seven of these scenes Yank Is 
the focal character; and In Scene ii, the only one In which 
he does not physical Iv appear, his pervading presence Is so 
strong in the sense of anticipating his subsequent meeting 
with Mildred Douglas in the stokehole that he really domi-
nates this scene too. 
Thus in every scene the background Is of the utmost 
Importance in supporting both the real is tic and the symbol le 
s f g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e c h a r a c t e r s an d t h e i r a c t i o n s • So s i g n. I -
ficant Is this setting and so intensely did 0 1Neill determine 
to achieve it, that he often strained the limits and abllttiu 
of both the physical stage and the actors on it. 7 It Is then 
understandable that in many of his plays the stage directions 
make up about half the written form of the play. 
Scene I of I!!.! Hairy Ape is the fireman's forecastle 
of a transatlantic liner one hour from New York on the voyage 
across. The' room is small, cramped, and low cei I lnged. It 
is I ined wl th steel bunks from floor to cei Ii ng; and wl th 
their supports and benches, the whole symbolizes a cage. 
The cei lfng crushes down on a room fi I led with long•armed, 
fierce-eyed men. Cursing, laughing, singing, and shouting 
t h e i r sou n d s s we I I i n to a u n i f i e d mean I n g of b ew i I de r e d, 
furious, and baffled beasts in a cage. O'Neill makes it clear 
In the stage directions that the whole scene is anything but 
7 Ge I b, p • 4 95 • 
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n~tural I stic,8 and that all cfvl I ized races are repres~nted· 
· h er e • Th e y a r e a I I a I i Ii: e ex c e p t for s I I g h t d i ff er e ~ c es I n 
physiognomy. In the foreground is Yank, broader, fiercer, 
more powerful and truculent, and more sure of himself than 
all the rest. The other men both fear and begrudge him; yet 
at the same time they realize he represents to them·an ex-
pression of their own selves as well as their most highly 
developed indlvldual. 9 
The complete effect of the scene is to depict a 
cramped space in the bowels of a ship where men are imprisoned 
In white steel. This setting illuminates six important 
symbols that are going to be I I lustrated and developed in 
the course of this particular scene as wel I as in subse-
quent action in the play. First of all, the theme of the 
play is introduced. At this point not e~elt the title suggests 
the full symbolic significance of this theme; however, it is 
clear that the play is going to be about human beingl .re-
presented bi Yank trapped I ike apes In the bowels of a stoke-
hole. Secondly, they are caught and imprisoned in a symbolic 
cage -- the Human Condition -- that crushes In about them as 
they rage and sputter their beast strengths In frustrated mis-
u n de r s t a n d i n g • T h e t h i rd s ymb o I I s t he men t h ems e I v es : ape s • 
Black and white becomes the fourth symbol. The setting at 
this point does not suggest even a remotes ignlflcance of these 
8The Hairy ~ee in The Plays of Eugene 0'Nei I I, 3 vols., 
n. ed. (~York: andom'ROUse, 196/T, Ill, 207. All future 
references wi II be listed as Plays, unless otherwise indicated. 
9tbid., P• 207. 
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colors; but O'Nef 1 I refers to white steel, white races, black 
coal, and coal darkened men. However, a bit I at er in the scene 
he repeats these images in describing the sai Is of ships in 
a former time as being al I si Iver and white, white mountains 
as contrasted with the present ship whose black smoke smudges 
the decks and sea, and black coal dust choking the white and 
pure spirit out of men; making them appear as black, hairy apes. 
Steel -- a symbol of power of the Machine Age -- is the fifth 
symbol, and according to its increasing functions, the most 
t mpo rt ant I n t he scene. F I n a I I y, per v ad I n g t he who I e I s t he 
feeling that the stokehole is a symbolic hell into which these 
apemen are intermittently cast, emerging and egressing like 
automatons and alternately sensing a kind of unfathomable 
freedom as they form a symbolic Greek Chorus singing their 
chanties and gluttoning themselves with memory-deadening 
a I coho 1. 
Scene I opens wr th the men as a Chorus symbolically 
illustratlni the lives of seasoned mariners. Clearly their 
superior and unaware of the clamor, Yank emerges from their 
midst and threateningly demands obedience (silence) and ser• 
Vice (drink) from his fellows. He shows utter contempt for 
Paddy's chantv "Whiskey Johnny," a symbol of an older romantic 
life at sea. Anyone Yank declares who sees beauty and romance 
in a former life at sea is dead. 10 likewise the home, a kind 
of hel I in which his parents continual Iv fought, and the stoke-
hole are synonymous; and all women are tarts. 
When advised that their fates are determined by the 
10 . fl~, 111, 210. 
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"damned Capitalist clarss, 11 Yank responds, "Aw nix on dot 
Salvation Army-Socialist bul 1." 11 Anyone who attempts to 
ihake Yank Into thought meets with the rejoinder that he fs 
yellow and does not belong. Yank sees himself as the 11 ting 
dat's de guts of all dis." He is what makes iron into steel. 
"Steel, dat stands for de whole ting! And I 1 m st ee I -- • • 
At the end of the scene Yank is the symbol of brute man so 
low on the scale of evolution that he can only conceive of 
himself as belonging in the purely physical sense. Anythtng 
t h a t enc r o a c h e s u po n t ho s e s en s a t i o n s doe s n 1 t be 1 _o n g 1 i s 
yellow, or makes him sick. 
• 
nl2 
In contrast to Yank is Paddy, a frequently drunk and 
wizened old Irishman whose name through Its sound and supported 
by his function in the play symbolizes the past. To the crew 
he is Caruso Pat (Pat-pastJ, always good for a laugh and a 
song; but to O'Neill he is the wise old Harp with a pathetic 
animal fear in his eyes.13 Only he can sing the sea chanty 
"Whiskey Joh.nny, 11 which in its tribute to a real alliance be-
tween man and the sea has now become a symbol of the dichotomy 
of t he re I a t ions h i p of th e men I i s t en i n g a t th i s mom en t an d 
their relationship with the sea. Spurned and cajoled by the 
c r ew now I e d by Yan k , P add y c a n s t i I I i n h i s me I a n c ho I y v o I c e 
full of old sorrow, recount those days of "fine beautiful 
ships," "fine strong men," "brave men," 11 bold men," "free men," 
who were "sons of the sea." In those d4ys a ship was part 
11 Pta:ls 1 I I I , 212. 
121bid., P• 216. 
131bid., P• 210. 
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of the sea, and a man was a part of the ship, and the Jea 
Joined them all together and made one. But now men are "caged 
In by steel from a sight oft he sky I ike bloody apes In the 
z00 Jn14 The symbolic theme emerges, and one is reminded of 
t he o t her c a g es i n w h i c h Yan k w i I I f I n d h i ms e I f i n h i s f a I I 
into not belonging: Fifth Avenue, jail, the 1.w.w., and 
final Iv the Zoo. However, Paddy can retreat Into his world 
of drinking .and thinking and dreaming dreams as he sings the 
chanty "Ml Iler of Dee." The contrast is complete: Paddy has 
a past if no future, but Yank has neither. He Is left always 
trying to think.IS 
The real thinker, however, Is long whose name symbo-
llzes a longing for ·:the future, the self-styled anarchist who 
harangues his Comrades as I iving and dying in this hell, the 
stokehole. "Al I men is born free and ekal?" He blames the 
capt tal I sts fort heir plight. The one time that he appears tn 
the scene Yank shouts him down as not belonging and yellow. 
Yank r em a I n s · e s s en t i a l I y u n pen et r at e d by d r e ams o r r ea I I t v. 
At the conclusion of the scene Yank's concept of 
himself is that of a leader of brute force; he can not think 
conceptual Iv beyond the hellhole boiler. He symbolizes man 
as he first rises from the muck; he is the symbol of the 
lowest man in a Machine Age cage.16 Paddy symbolizes an 
attempt to I ift man from this fallen man-made state into a 
Quest 
14P I a ys, I I I, 214. 
IStbid., P• 210. 
16Richard Dana Skinner, Eugene O'Neill: A Poet's 
(New York: Longman, Green and Co., 193~), ~. 163. 
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Sp iritual one. 17 more And long symbolizes some kind of 
potential change through violently disrupting the present 
order. 
The catalytic action for the motivation In the whole 
p I a y oc cu r s f n Scenes I i and I i i • Th e s ta g e d i r e c t i on s i n • 
dicate that the ship is two days out to sea, time enough to 
g 1 v e th e i mp res s Ion of t he beaut i f u I and v I v i d I i f e of t he 
sea. The deck is flooded with sunshine and all things seem 
In harmony. One is now reminded of Paddy's lyric about th_e 
relationship of ships, men, the white mountains and the sea; 
when suddenly the harmony is disrupted by two figures, Mildred 
Douglas and her aunt who exists primarily as a means of Intro• 
duc Ing Mf I dred. 
Pale, anemic, nervous, bored, pretty in a superior 
and disdainful way, Mildred appears almost as a ghost In white. 
Immediately her character is revealed when she fal Is to see 
the sun and feel the warmth from the sun. Instead she sees 
o n I y t h e b I a ·c k s mo k e as i t s w I r I s a g a i n s t t he s k y. Sh e i s 
rich; her father owns the Douglas steel companies and even 
the shipping line. But Mildred is a throwback sired and 
damned by gold, by the greed for material wealth. O'Neill 
s t a t es t n th e s t age d i r e c t i on s th a t s h e pu r r s , s c r at c h es , 
tears, kl II s, and gorges herself In an attempt to find hap-
piness. She cal Is herself a caged leopard whose spots (greed) 
make him conspicuous,18 in the same way that the coal smudges 
(spots) make Yank and the other apes conspicuous in the cage 
I 1 S k i n n e r , p • I 08 • 
18pfays, 111, 220. 
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created by society. Mildred can, ltke the leopard, change 
her spots at wi 11 to get what she wants. Her father's gold 
has placed her fn a money-cage that Is just as destructive 
as Yank's cage. Going Into the stokehole and insisting on 
wearing a white dress, she is told by her aunt that she wi 11 
find it hot enough where she rs going. "Do you mean helli" 
she answers; and calling her aunt an old hag, she slaps her 
violently across the face and begins her descent. 
In the stoke hole the men, stripped to the waist, 
and looking neither to the left nor to the right, shovel coal 
into the great furnaces with a "strange, awkward, swinging 
rhythm." From these fiery round holes in the back a flood of 
terrific light and heat pours ful I uron the men who are out• 
lined in silhouette in the crouching, inhuman attitude of 
cha I ned gorl 11 as. There is just enough If ght from one over-
hanging e.lectric bulb to throw a little light through the 
murky air that is laden with coal dust. Amidst the leaping 
flames in the furnaces and the throbbing beat of the engines, 
can be heard the grating, teeth-gritting grind of steel 
against steel, of crunching coa1.19 
Again one becomes aware of black and white and sha• 
dow and sea and sunshine as major contrasts. The men have 
become even more inhuman, gori I la-like; and for the first time 
is Introduced the animal imagery of grating, teeth-grinding 
that wi II steadily increase throughout the play. Even as 
Yank appears looking upward .through th~.murk, he is described 
as pounding on his chest gorilla-I Ike. Unaware that Mf ldred 
19 PI ays, I 11, 223. 
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is behind him, he swings around toward her with a snarilng,· 
murderous growl, crouch Ing to spring, his lrps drawn back 
over his teeth, his small eyes gleeming ferociously. Mii• 
dred sees his gorilla face and cries, "Oh, the filthy beast!" 
Yank roars, "God damn yuhl" and flings his shovel at the 
closing door. This scene too like all of the others ends In 
violence; and if Yank could not be moved by Paddy or Long, 
he is now moved by a leopard. 
The firemen's forecastle is again the setting for 
the fourth scene. The men have just come off duty and washed, 
but their faces still carry the black of the coal dust con• 
trasting against their shining bodies. In their midst Is 
Yank, "a blackened, brooding figure.n 20 He is seated for• 
ward on a bench In the exact attitude of Rodin's "The Thinker." 
And when one remembers that Rodin had Dante in mind when he 
conceived the statue and that in the Divine fomedx "The Thinker" 
crowns the gates of hell, Yank's symbolic function of acting 
without being able to think begins to become more sallent.21 
The men, again speaking as a chorus, are criticizing 
Yank because of his actions in the hole and because he now 
wf II neither eat nor wash. They speak Jn a brazen, meta II Jc 
quality as If their throats were phonograph horns. This 
phrase is to be repeated some dozen times untl I its symbol fc 
meaning of men functioning as unoiled machines fairly jumps 
from the turn table. The men tn their goading .of Yank go on 
and on in a monotonous, irritating manner in the ~ame high-
20Plays, Ill, 226. 
21Andreach, PP• 53-55. 
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pitched tinny quality of harps. Paddy accuses Yanlc of 
falling in love with Ml ldred, and the Chorus responds with 
voices like phonograph horns, barking in laughter. The men 
have become wolves in pursuit of their victim. Yank cries 
out in fury and anger, "Love, Hel 11 Hate, dat 's what. I've 
fallen tn hate, get mei" 22 In his limited consciousness 
Paddy is trying to make Yank real lze that love and hate are 
somehow mixed up in his blind rage against the "white quane." 
The Chorus ts In the background growling and roaring, and Long 
seizes this moment to harangue the already inflamed men. 
The v are be I n g ex h i bi t e d I i lee mo n lee vs , and the I r I o t i s t he 
(ault of the bloody Capitalists, symbolized by Mildred Douglas, 
who own al I of them as slaves. 
For the first time in the play Yank's superiority 
f s p en e t r a t ed. B I i n k l n g b ew t I d er i n g I y, h e as le s Lo n g i f 11 o 1 · I 
dat is straight goods~ 1123 Long says that their case Is so 
strong that they can go to law. But Yank rejects that idea 
too: to hell with the law. long is shouted down by barking 
laughter, having failed again in his role of anarchist; and 
Paddy continues as though he had not been interrupted. In 
this cage is a queerer kind of baboon than any to be. found 
In darkest Africa. When Mildred looked at Yanlc it was as 
if she had seen a great hairy ape escaped from the zoo. It 
Is at this point that the symbolic role of Yank as ape begins 
to intensify. Growling with rage, Yank for the second tfme 
In the play is forced to ask a question: Did she really call 
22p I ays, I I I, 228 • 
231bld., P• 228. 
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him an apei ·He Is unaware that her descent into the s t·olce•· 
h 0 I e I s he r s ym b o I i c s e a r c h f o r h e r o r I g I n s ( h er for e be a r s 
had been no different from Yank in that they had begun In 
the stokehole prior to becoming ship builders). 24 O'Neill 
is paralleling Mildred Douglas' -- whose name means black 
stream25 -- attempt to find where she belongs with Yank's 
f I n a I scene I n the go r I I I a cage. 
At last the hide of the hairy ape has been pene• 
trated. As symbolic catalyst Mildred as the leopard has struck, 
and the smell of blood Is maddening. Now the symbolic mean-
ing of the Chorus' accusation early in the scene that not 
washing ''makes spots on you -- like a leopard" becomes clear. 26 
The spots referred to here are obviously those caused by 
bl aclc coal du st. Yet at the same time they function sym• 
bolically because Mildred as a symbolic Capitalist leopard 
is the cause of Yank's refusing to wash or to eat becau~e 
she made him aware of his own brute nature and she has made 
him see thaf he does not belong in the world of the stoke-
hole nor In her white, high society one. The white images 
also become clearer as they variously suggest that the Mildred 
Douglases of this world are dead (stiffs -- ghosts, not real, 
v i ta I persons ) and even t he I i v e on es w ho a r e w a I le i n g around 
wrapped in their white shrouds are pale and aenemlc human 
24Egil Tornquist, "Personal Nomenclature in the Plays 
of Eugene C'Neil 1, 11 Modern Drama, 8, 4 (february 1966), P• ,371. 
25tbid., P• 371. 
26.f..1.!Y!, 111, 227. 
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beings, imprisoned by and suffering from the effects of.ma• 
terial ism. Such implications become even more meaningful 
when the function of white is contrasted with black, which 
now suggests power and strength because of Its function both 
in "making the ship go" and in the process of making steel. 
One may see now more clearly how the symbols functioning 
simultaneously in a multi-dimensional manner converge and 
coalesce Into the concept of the relationship of Yank, the 
black ape, and the white world of steel outside. 
This merging of images to suggest meaning and sig• 
nlflcance is no where better ii lustrated than in Scene v. 
In his search 11 to fix" Mildred Douglas, Yank is propelled 
by Long Into the fashionable fifties of Fifth Avenue In New 
York. It is a fine Sunday morning and a flood of mellowed, 
tempered sunshine washes the wide wel I cared for street. 
A jeweler and a furrier establishment are on the corner of 
the street. The windows of the jewelry store are gaudy with 
glittering diamonds, emeralds, rubies, and pearls that are 
fashioned into ornate tiaras, crowns, necklaces, and collars. 
Form each piece hangs an enormous tag from which a dollar 
sign and numerals are attached in Intermittent electric I ights 
which wink out the incredible prices. In the furrier's al I 
varieties of opulent splendor shine forth washed in artf-
f i c i a I I i g h t • I n bo t h , t h e a I r i s of s up r em e w e a I t h d l s -
played Jn a tantalizing manner, but through it all Is the 
effect of magnificience cheapened by grotesque commercialism. 
They loom in complete contrast and disharmony with the sunshine 
and light on the street Itself. 
28 
Swaggering up the street come Yank and Long. long· 
is dressed in shore clothes and wears a black tie, while Yank 
is still wearing his dirty dungarees with a black fireman's 
cap. He has not shaved for days, and the black co.al dust 
sticks around the eyes of both like makeup. 
Lon~'s ulterior motive for bringing Yank here be-
comes apparent in his opening speech when he tells Yank that 
they are trespassers on the private lane of the rich: Pro-
letarians, keep off the grass. Yank replies that he sees no 
grass, and rather tMnlcs it clean enough to eat an egg off. 
ft roost keep the white wings busy cleaning It, and finally 
he wants to know where al I the white-collar stiffs are. Again 
one notes the contrasting colors of Yank's blackness, and 
particularly the stiffs in a new commerical-whlte context. 
Long replies that they are in church asking Jesus to give them 
more money. This reference to church awakens some deep memory 
in Yank, and for the only time in the play he tells something 
about his past, a past that can be summed up by his remarking 
that he was dragged up on a Brooklyn waterfront. 
At last Long reveals his real reason for bringing 
Yank here, and with that revelation his role in the play be• 
comes significant. He says bitterly to Yank, "I wants to con-
vince yer she was on'y a representative of 'er clars·s. 
wants to awaken yer bloody clarss consciousness. Then Yer.' I I 
see its 'er clarss yer 1 ve got to fight, not 'er alone."2 7 To 
m a le e h I s po i n t L on g s a y s th a t t h e co s t o f o n e o f t h e b au b I es 
from the jewelers would feed a family for a whole year. Yank 
27 Plays, II 11 235. 
tel Is him to cut the sob stuff before he starts passing.out. 
the hat. Once again Long fai Is to convince and Yank refuses 
to sympathize or to identify with the hungry masses. 
Bitterly, long goes on to say that Mi ldred 1 s cl ass 
slaughters poor harmless animals just to keep their noses 
warm. Yank now notices the price of two thousand dollars 
on a monkey fur, and for the third time he is propelled into 
asking the question, "Is dat straight goods -- monkey fur1"28 
long answers that it is straight enough and adds that they 
bloody wel I would not pay that "for a 'airy ape's skln." 
Sensing the skin in the window as a personal insult, Yank 
turns pale with rage, and a new dimension of the ape symbol 
of outrage at being exploited or destroyed Is revealed. See-
ing Yank's violent reaction, long remonstrates that they must 
impress their demands through peaceful means -- the votes of 
the on-marching proletarians. Yank rejects this idea too: 
"Votes is a joke, see.1129 
At 'the moment they are interrupted by the crowd 
sauntering slowly out of the church. long advises Yank 
just to look at them with contempt, no violence, whereupon 
Yank tel Is long to get out of his sight because he is yellow. 
The men are in Prince Alberts, high hats, and spats. They 
saunter slowly and affectedly, their heads held stiffly up, 
I oo k i n g n e i th er to r i gh t nor I e ft, t a I k i n g In tone I es s, s i m-
per i ng voices. They form a procession of gaudy marionettes, 
28t_~, 111, 236. 
291bld., P• 236. 
yet with something of the relentless horror of Frankensterns 
Jn their detached mechanical awareness. 
To achieve this effect O'Nel 11 introduced for the 
first time masks In the symbolic sense of the Greek theatre.JO 
Yank stands menacingly In the middle of the sidewalk, but the 
people make wide detours to avofd the spot where he Is stand-
ing. They do not even see him. Yank deliberately bumps In-
to a top-hatted gentleman and asks him threateningly if he 
owns the earth. Long Is frightened and hi Is Yank to keep 
his mouth shut, whereupon Yank tells him vlclously to "go tell 
It to Sweeney." One can note the irony of the situation par-
tlcularly In I lght of the T. S. El rot poems Jn which Sweeney 
appears as a half-comical, half-threatening character of the 
sensual and brutish aspects of modern society. This scene 
rev ea I s t ha t I n t he m I n d s of w h I t e Cap i t a I i s t s t h e Yan le s do 
not even exist. Long slinks off, having faffed in his temp-
tations, yell Ing to Yank that whatever happens, "yer can't 
b I ame me." 3 I 
Yank tries vainly to Insult the men and women. They 
Ignore him when he says they don't belong. But he does be-
long; and as he looks about him at a bulldlng being con-
structed, he says that he Is the steel. People can only I Ive 
Inside, but he is "in it." Interrupted by one of the women 
screaming over the monkey fur, symbol Jc of. mistaken values, 
Yank becomes even more enraged, and seeing them dressed all 
In white he Is reminded. of his revenge on Ml ldred~ and they 
30 Gelb, P• 495. 
31Ptays, Ill, 237. 
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have all become now white-faced tarts cal ling him a hairy ape. 
He leaps to the lamp post on the corner and tries ·to pull It 
up to use as a club. He then smashes a gentleman In the face. 
The man remains unmoved and cal Is the police. The scene ends 
as Yank ts fallen upon from all sides and ts clubbed to the 
pavement. The crowd at the window has not moved or noticed 
the disturbance. 
The sixth scene occurs on the night of the foJlow• 
ing day in the prison on Blackwells Island. The cells extend 
b a c k d t ago n a II y f r om f r o n t to r ear , I oo k i n g as t ho u g h t h e y 
run on, numberless into Infinity. A single electric bulb 
lights the interior. Yank appears again in the attitude of 
"The Thinker," his face covered with black and blue bruises 
and a bloody bandage wrapped around his head. A sound of 
barking laughter is heard in the background as Yank reaches 
out and rattles the bars. "Steel, Dis Is de Zoo, huhi" 
he cries out. "I musta been dreamin'. tought I was rn a 
cage In the Zoo." For the first time steel has a diffe'rent 
significance for Yank: the eel I has become his symbolic 
cage in the Zoo. 32 Now he senses some direct connection 
between steel and his imprisonment in an unfeeling world, 
and he announces defiantly to the other prisoners that he is 
a hairy ape. 
Yank's vows of revenge are interrupted by a voice 
in the next cell reading from a smuggled-In newspaper a 
speech made by Senator Queen. As the speech is continued, 
it appears that Senator Queen Is anything .but honourable and 
32 Plays, Ill, 240. 
that his function is a symbolic one in that it will have some 
direct bearing on the now self-acknowledged Hairy Ap~. Func-
tioning in the same symbolic sense of the Greek Chorus as the 
stokehole crew, the voice reads: "There is a menace existing 
In this country today which threaten1 the vitals of our fair 
Republic -- as foul a menace against the very I ifeblood of 
the American Eagle as was the foul conspiracy of Catdline 
against the eagles of ancient Romet«3 3 This fiendish ulcer 
on the fair body of Democracy turns out to be the 1.w.w. 
They plot with one hand and dynamite with the other, so they 
must be destroyed. If permitted to go on, God's master• 
piece, Man, would soon degenerate back to the ape. 
Yank, again sitting in the attitude of "The Thinker,'' 
hears the word ape, and it prompts him to.react. Reaching 
out for the paper and painfully trying to read It, he suddenly 
realizes that the steel in which he thought he belonged has 
now lmprf soned him for Mi Id red to spit on. Cages, eel Is, locks, 
bolts, bars·-- they are what steel means. So now steel "don't 
belong." Declaring that he will be fire that melts it, he 
seizes one bar with both hands and puts his feet up against 
the others so that he symbolically becomes a monkey. The 
scene ends with Yank's being smashed with the water hose. 
The r.w.w. local near the waterfront is the setting 
for the seventh scene about a month later. Yank saunters fnto 
the room declaring that htt has come to join. But yet when 
asked his name he can not remember and says he wi 11 have to 
think. Yank thinks that the organization is secret and that 
33Plays, Ill, 242. 
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tts intent ls to change society's unequal conditions not by· 
legltlmate, direct action, but rather with dynamite. Now 
Yank can Identify only with utter violence, for the symbolic 
blow that has been struck him by Ml ldred Douglas wi 11 lead 
to his destruction. In his attempt to belong, Yank has left 
the natural setting of the stokehole only to find himself 
in the cage of civilized society. So frustrated has Yank 
become that he even thinks of himself as an ape, and in that 
name will effect his frustrated and sadl.y misdirected revenge. 
The 1.w.w. secretary suggests that Yank ls a spy 
from the government. Then concluding that Yank is too dumb 
even for that, the secretary, himself a symbol of misguided 
motivation, cal Is Yank a brainless ape and has him thrown 
bod i I v grow I i n g, b ew i I de r e d, an d f I g h t i n g I n t o t he s tr e e t • 
He assumes the position of Rodin's statue once again and sl ts 
brooding that he was once steel and owned the world. He can 
only conclude that now he is no longer steel and the world 
owns him. "Aw, hell! I can't see -- it's all dark, get mei 
It's all wrong."34 His darkness Is Indeed the dark night of 
the soul that is reflected In the bitter, mocking face that 
he turns upward toward the moon gibbering like an ape. 
A pol iceman comes up and tells Yank to move along 
or else. Yank replies that they can only put him In a cage, 
the charge being that he was born. To Yank's question of 
where he can go from here, the policeman replies that he 
can go to h e I I • 
The final scene occurs the next 
34p I a ys, I I I, 250. 
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in the monkey house of the Zoo. The other cages are vague 
and shrouded in shadow, but on one cage the word gori Ila 
stands out. The gigantic animal himself is seen squatting 
on his haunches in much the same attitude as "The Thinker." 
Suggesting to the gori Ila that they are both members of the 
Hairy Ape club, Yank becomes painfully aware that the gorilla 
is what Miidred saw when she looked at him. But what Mildred 
did not realize was that he was in a cage too, even worse 
t h an t ha t o f t h e go r I I I a ' s • 
However, as usual, pure concepts are impossible for 
Yank, and he grows confused. Finding It impossible to pursue 
his brief and limited insight, he begins to explain to the 
gori 11 a where he has spent the night. He had been warming 
a bench down on the Battery where he saw the sun come up al I 
pink and green. He saw the skyscrap,zrs and the ships sailing 
i n f r om a I I o v er th e e a r t h , a n d t he y w e r e s t e e I t o o • " Su r e 
It was great stuff. I got it aw right -- what Paddy said about 
dat being de"r ight dope -- on'v I couldn't get in 
-
it., see? 
I couldn't belong in dat. It was over my head." "Tinktn" 
is hard for Yank as he concludes that he "ain't on olth and 
he ain't in heaven. I'm in de middle trytn• to separate •em, 
takln' al I de woist punches from bot' of •em. 0 35 With that 
conclusion Yank opens the cage door. 
As the gori Ila crushes the life out of him the sym-
bolic transference is complete: Yank has now become the Man 
I n a C age • H i s de a t h a t t h e h a n d s of t h e a p e s ym bo I i z es man ' s 
35 PI ays, 11 I, 252-253. 
1nabillty to return to a state of fonner Innocence repre•. 
sented by his "belonging." 36 O'Neill himself said thot lli 
Hair¥ Ape was a symbol of man who has lost his old harmony 
with nature, the harmony which he used to have as an animal 
and has no t yet a c qu I red i n a s p i r i tu a I way. Th f s I s the 
symbol of man in a purely proletarian state, that Is, a state 
before politics has entered in as was suggested by Julius 
Babb. 37 Politics may begin the struggle of factions and 
interests,38 but at every point In the pl av O'Nei 11 has 
rejected traditional Institutions of Religion (fifth Avenue 
scene), ond Capitalism (Mildred Douglas and the monied 
society she represents) as a remedy to the ills of mankind. 
The Hairy Ape as the symbol of Modern Man to O'Neill was• 
symbol of the brute force that continues to be brutalized by 
machinery and industry.39 For him there is no hope, no sal-
vation; he Is essentially still an ape dominated by steel. 
He deludes himself in thinking that he Is part and master of 
t h e Mach i n e Age, when i n r ea I I t y he i s i ts s I ave. 
36Louis Broussard, American Drama: Contem1f°rary 
Allegory from Eurene O'Neill to Tennessee Williams Norman: 
Oniversit'Y'Of bk ahoma Press,--r962), p. jBI. 
3 7 Julius Babb, "As Europe Sees America's foremost 
Playwright," in O'Neill and His Plays: Four Decades of Criticism, 
eds. Oscar Corgi 11, N. BrYTTi'Oi1Fagln, and"WTI I iam ]. "FTslier 
(New Yo r k : New Yo r k Un i v er s i t y P r es s , I 96 3 ) , p • 3 5 0. 
38Arnold Whittick, Symbols, Signs, and Their Meanings 
( Lo n don : L • Hi I I , I 96 0 J , p • j I 8 • -
O'Nei 11 
39Edwin A. Engel, The Haunted Heroes .2.f. Eu~ene 
(Cambridge: HarvarcrUniversi ty Press, 195 ), P• SS. 
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FLIGHT FROv1 PREJUDICE 
These prejudices will exist yntil we 
understand the Oneness of Mankind. 
In a letter to Arthur Hobson Quinn, O'Neill stated 
as clearly as he was ever able to explain just what It was 
he had attempted to do In .lh.! Hairy Ape and in~ God's 
Chi 1 lun Got Wings: he wanted to present the transfiguring 
nobility of tragedy in as near the Greek sense as one could 
grasp it, 11 in seemingly the most ignoble, debased lives." 
He w en t o n to s a y t h a t h e w a s a co n f i r me d m y s t i c I n t h a t h c 
always was trying to interpret Life in terms of I Ives, never 
j u s t I i v e s t n t er ms o f c h a r a c t er • Ac u t e I y c o n s c i o u s of t h c 
Force be h i n d -- Fate 1 God, our bi o Io g i ca I pas t c re at I n g our 
present, O'Neil I believed strongly that the glory of Man lies 
in his self-destructive struggle to make the Force express 
him instead ?f being, as an animal is, an infinitesimal in-
cident tn its expresston.2 
So whatever the ambiguities are In interpreting 
and evaluating fil God's Chi 1 lun ~Wings -- ranging from 
suggestions that the play Is at least an unconscious attempt 
on 0'Nelll 1 s part to depict the mutually self-destructive 
acts in the lives of his own mother and father3 to the absurd 
suggestion that the play is merely a study of raclsm4 we at 
1Gelb, P• 536. 
2a•Neill in O'Neill and His Plays, P• 125. 
3Gelb, P• 534. 
4 1bid., P• 556. 
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least must study the play knowing that O'Neill conceived. it 
in the nature of Greek tragedy. Specifically in answer to 
the I atter charge, 0'Nei 11 stated emphat ical I y that anyone 
who read it with intell lgence would know that it is "never a 
race problem" play, and that its intention was confined to 
portraying the special lives of individual human beings. The 
play then is primarily a stu~y of the two principal charac~ 
ters in a tragic struggle for happiness.S 
In no previous play had O'Nei II rel led so dramatl-
c a I I y o n t he f u n c t 1 o n of s et t i n g t o s u p po r t t he t hes l s of t he 
play. It Is true that in.I!!.!Emperor Jones O'Neill had 
utl lized the setting of the Congo as perhaps a symbol of the 
d a r k s I de o f t n e h ea r t j u s t a s Co n r ad h a d do n e i n .!.!!..! He a r t 
tl Darkness. He even used masks in the play; but their use 
w a s es s en t i a I I y mo r e r ea I I s t I c th a n t h e u s e o f t h e m a s k s i n 
the Fifth Avenue scene in The Hairy Ape. In All God's Chi I lun 
-
Got Wings 0'Nei 11 succeeded better than in any other of his 
previous plays in achieving a union of symbolic background 
supporting the dramatic actions in the play and of his cha-
racters, both of which merge in the thesis of his tragedy. 
In fact, Richard Dana Skinner goes so far as to suggest that 
any universality in the play is achieved only when we accept 
both the characters and the setting as symbols. 6 
The play spot I ights certain dramatic events in the 
lives of Jim Harris, a Negro, and El la Downey, a Whit~, over 
s Gelb, p. 550. 
6Sldnner, P• 131. 
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some seventeen years In their lives from childhood friends 
to mutually destructive adults as husband and wife. These 
events, often themselves symbolic, are portrayed against a 
careful Iv worked out symbolic background. Walter Raleigh 
has suggested that the method of structuring these events fs 
rhvthmic. 7 If he means that 0 1Nei ll's method is one of con• 
trast and irony, of carefully and meticulously balancing of 
both physical and spiritual detal Is, of the uncontrollable 
influences on involving people in one another's destinies, 
then his term is valid. To this degree, even the physical 
structure is rhythmically structured and balanced. The play 
i s d i v i de d i n to t w o a c t s , t he f i r s t com po s e d of f o u r s c en es 
and ~he second of three. The setting of the first scene Is 
a corner in lower New York in a late afternoon in spring~ 
The second scene, though nine years later, is set in late 
evening of spring, and the third five years later in a night 
tn spring. The fourth occurs some two weeks later in front 
of a church in the morning. The First scene of Act I I occurs 
in the flat of Mrs. Harris on a morning two years later, 
Scene It is the same at twilight some months later, and Scene 
t I i a n i g h t some mo n th s I a t er • 
At this point one Is forced to become aware of the. 
treatment of place and time, although their full symbolic 
function becomes known only within the dramatic spotlighting 
of the events as they occur in the play. The action of these 
scenes occurs outside, beginning in the afternnon and pro-
7Raleigh, P• 110. 
-gresslng through evening, night, and then into morning_. The 
scenes of Act I I occur inside:, and the: act Ion progresses 
from morning to twi I ight to night. In the first, time and 
place become symbols of freedom and the rites of spring ii• 
lustrated In the marble game on the streets, symbols of 
growing awareness and evaluatlons of acceptances and rejections 
culminating in the marriage of Jim and Ella in the morning, a 
symbol of hope and happiness. But place has changed In the 
second part and time Is reversed. The Inside has become a 
prison In which Ella and Jim in time will destroy each 
other utterly. 
There are at least three other important symbols 
functioning as part of the physical setting: songs, color, 
and the Congo mask. 0'Nei I I uses thirteen songs to symbolize 
the contrasts among Blacks and Whites, their biological and 
primitive inheritances, and acquired prejudices and bigotries. 
0 1 Nei I I uses these songs as the primary means of narrative 
support by ~araphrasing, contrasting, and iuxtaposfng the 
action of the characters in the play with the actions, moods 
and emotions of the: characters represented in the lyrics. 
This symbolic use of songs functions as a Chorus in that 
0 1 Nei 1 I uses it to foreshadow, to interpret, to evaluate and 
to summarize the actions of the characters as wel I as to pre-
dict their eventual destinies. His symphonic play on color 
ranges from careful equations of Blacks with Whites as sym• 
bol ic equals to derogatory vulgarisms of Chocolate drop, Coon, 
Jim Crow, Paintyface, and White. All of the differences and 
simf larittes between Blacks and Whites conglomerate and fused 
in the f lrst two symbols are telescoped into the Congo mask; 
as significant of the struggles and rivalry innate in the 
ethnic origin and human progression introduced first at the 
beginning of Act I I, and brutally and horribly climaxed with 
Ella's stabbing It on the table in the last scene of the play. 
O'Neill drew his title for the play from an old 
Negro spiritual entitled 11Heav'n, Heav'n, 11 which contains 
within tt the phrase "All God's Chlllun Got Wings, 11 8 that 
broods either ironically or not over the whole play. His 
use of setting, as wel I as his whole expressionistic method, 
f s ex em p I ff i e d i n t h e v er y f I r s t s c e n e o f t h e p I a y • I t i s 
a corner in lower New York just at the point where the black 
and white communities meet. Sharply divided on one street 
are the four-story tenements of the whites. On the sidewalk 
engaged in a game of marbles are eight children, four boys 
and four girls. Two of each sex are white and two are black. 
Their ducrtptions are given carefully in terms of color. 
The Blacks a~d Whites are separated distinctly by those nebu• 
lous, hidden qua I ities that sometimes rather arbitrarf ly 
(here theatrically as symbols of each race) separate the two 
races: the "natural Iv" constrained and awkward laughter of 
the Whites with "the Negroes frankly participating in th~ 
rites of spring. 11 This difference Is further highlighted by 
the Whites' singing "Only a Bird in a GI lded Cage"9 In high• 
pftched nasal voices contrasted wl th the Blacks' slngfng "I 
BAI I American~ Book, eds. Dr. Joseph E. Maddy 
and Dr. w.-oTto Miessner (~ago: Robbin Music Corp., 
1942). Private collection, songs alph~betized. 
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Guess 11 II have to Telegraph My Baby.ulO It would appear 
that the interpretation and association of these songs In 
O'Neil l's mind are distinctly symbolic with race: the former 
significant of the frivolity and artificiality of the whites 
who have placed their women in expensive trappings to be ad-
mired and courted at a distance contrasted with the shift• 
lessness, unconcern, and natural freedom of the Negro who 
telephones his mistress for money to come back to her, but 
she refuses and al I he got was sympathy. 
\ 
A~ainst the background the children are playing the 
game of marbles. Ella sits at Jim's elbow and he Is winning 
when darkness brings a halt to the playing. Both Ella and 
Jim are taunted by the others as sweethearts, and at the be• 
ginning of this action Jim's protective nature, as well as 
his dissatsifactlon In color, is clearly stated. He has 
been eating chalk in hopes of becoming white. However, 
Jo e i r o n I c a II y for es h a do w s t h e t r a g e d y of E I I a a n d J i m t s 
marriage wheri he shouts, "Wil I Painty Face let you hold her 
doll, boyittll But Ella declares that she would like to be 
black, and they agree to be sweethearts. As twilight falls 
on the scene an organ grinder comes down the street playing 
"Annie Rooney.n 12 The irony of the situation is again 
found in the method of contrast. Annie Rooney and hence 
Ella symbolize all the nice little girls with pleasant smiles 
and winning ways. Yet with the organ grinder is the assocfatlcn 
10 ~American~ Book. 
II Gelb, P• 303. 
12songs for Everybody, no ed. <Salt lake City, Utah: 
General Boards oftvr:°l.A., n.d.). Songs alphabetized. 
of shiftlessness, uncleanliness; and most certainly he would 
have had a monkey on his back. 
Nine years have passed until the next scene. It Is 
5 t i I I a s pr i n g e v en i n g o n th e s am e co r n er j us t on e hour I a t er 
than the time of the ending of scene one. The same black 
and white divisions are noted, but little has changed. Only 
the street noises are more mechanically rhythmical; however, 
the ens u i n g act i on does i n di cat e c hang e i n th e human i n di v i -
dual, with perhaps the suggestion that with age one loses a 
k I n d of n a tu r a I f r e e do m t h at i s r e p I a c e d w i t h I e a r n e d o p I n i o n s • 
from the street of the whites 11Gee, I wish I Had a Girl" 13 
Is sung with the same high-pitched nasal tenor. It rs 
answered from the black street with 11 AI I I Got Was Sympathy.nl4 
The previous marble players have now grown up, Joe, 
Shorty, and Mickey into bums and hoodlums; Jim into 11 a quiet-
mannered Negro boy with a queerly baffled, sensitive: face:, 11 15 
and Ella into a tarty little bigot. It is graduation night, 
and after having once failed Jim rs going to be graduated 
along with El la and begin his study of the law. Jim's im-
mediate confrontation with Mickey, now a prizefighter, con-
cerns Mickey's shabby and immoral treatment of El la, over 
whom Jim still exerts a protective attitude. Thus Jim has 
remained through the years faithful to Ella, and O'Neil l's 
dramatic use of the songs becomes clear: The wish for a girl 
I 3 A I I Amer I c an So n g Boo k • 
'
4 tbid. 
ISPlays, II, 307. 
to cheer him up because he is alone and awfully lonesome fs · 
powerfully contrasted with the sympathy which he did not even 
get from El la, who comes on to the scene and cruelly rcpl ies 
to Jfm's question -- Do you hate Negroes9 -- that he certainly 
must be forgetting his place.16 
This scene dcpfcts the cruelest of plays on color 
differences to be found in the play because Ella denies Jfm, 
and Joe brutally by physical force makes him admit that he 
Is a nigger. The color black which to Jfm has symbolfzcd 
failure is even more agonizingly imprinted upon his psyche 
as Mickey screams at him angrily and scathingly that he can 
not buy whi h at any price. As the scene ends with Jim's 
defeated acceptance that he is a nigger, he rs beginning to 
be aware of his own tragedy fn the discrepancy between God's 
promise of equal justice and the impossibility of its ful-
fillmcnt.17 The same organgrinder appears and plays "Bon-bon 
Buddie the Chocolate Drop.nl8 The words of the song para-
phrase Jfm 1s'inability to be compatible with one of his own 
kind and therefore symbolize the unbrcachable chasms that 
exist withfn the race. 
I t f s s t i I I s pr i n g f i v e ye a r s I at c r , t h c s am c co r n c r , 
and not much has changed. The arc I fght now, however, re• 
veals faces with a favor less cruelty as it had begun slightly 
to do tn the preceding scene. The noises on the streets have 
16Plays 1 II, 310. 
17Engel, P• 120. 
18songs for Everybody. 
become more intermittent and dulled. Now they even have the 
quality of fatigue. Even the people on the street appear to 
be tired. Notably now there is no laughter from either street. 
The tenor from the white street walls Jn a voice more nasal 
and drunken than before in a falsetto "When I lost You.nl9 
The answer comes from the Negro street singing in a maudlin 
voice "Waiting for the Robert E. lee."20 The two songs evoke 
the changes that have occurred in the characters. The first 
song symbolizes on the surface Jimfs loss of Ella: 11 1 lost 
the gladness that turned Into sadness/ When I lost you." Be• 
cause when he appears now he is still intelligent, quietly 
dressed, with the same quietly baffled face. The reverse, 
howevu, is true because Jim's loss has somehow strengthened 
his moral fiber even though life stil I baffles him. O•Neill's 
contrast is the degeneration In the natures of the others. 
Shorty has become a pimp and a gangster, Mickey has become 
involved in the syndicate, and El la has become a prostitute 
and has born'Mickey's now dead baby. like the people waiting 
for the "Robert E. lee," they are symbolically shuffl In' along 
toward their trip down the river of destiny. 
That trip culminates in a meeting with Ella and 
Mickey's despicable emissary, Shorty, who offers her a job 
in his stable of prostitutes after revil Ing and berating her 
for her friendship with Jim Harris. Ella replies that Jim 
19over 1000 Songs, 2 vols. <Privately printed 
in a limiteCJ"'e"diTTOil for professional musicians), songs 
alphabetized, Vol. II. 
20ov er I 000 So nss,, Vo I. I. 
Harris Is the only white man Jn the world. He is ldnd.and· 
whfte, and Mickey and Shorty are al I black, black to the 
hcart.21 The color symbols have now bc~n completely reversed 
In El la's mind. The money which Shorty brf rigs to her as 
one last communication from Mickey she flings disdafnful ly 
into the hat of the Salvation Army band which Is playlng 
and singing "Ti 11 We Meet at Jesus' Fcet. 1122 At this point 
the stl II baffled Jim finds E11a, who tells him that she .is 
now free of Mickey. His reply to her Is that people arc 
never free -- except to do what they have to do.23 The sym• 
bollc meaning of the song emerges in that the song Is con-
cerned with two people parting with the wish that God protect 
them till they meet again. Ella departs from her past, but 
not really; and the irony of the song is that God should be 
with Ella and Jim as their protector now that they are about 
to begin their journey together. They declare their love, and 
at the same time that Jim reveals that he has flunked the bar 
examination' again, he declares that all love Is whlte. 24 The 
organ grinder appears on the corner playing "Annie Laurte,n 25 
a symbol of the final relationship that must remain between 
El la and Jim. The song states that Bonnie Annie Laurie pro-
mised to love truly, and in return for this love the lover 
Utah: 
21 P I a vs , I I , 3 14 • 
22 D Selected L •• s. 
Deseret News Press, 
2 3 P I ay s , I I , 3 I 5 • 
24lbid., P• 317. 
Hymns, no ed. !Salt lake City, 
n.d.), songs alphabetized. 
25lli American Song~· 
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would "lay me down and dee." At the selfsame moment Jim. is· 
vowing to Ella that he wi II give his life to help her; that 
is what he has been living for. He would be the black slave 
that wo u I d w ors h I p her as s acre d. 
T h e s e t t I n g of t h e n ex t s c e n e i n w h I c h E I I a an d J i m 
are married while the song ''Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless 
Child" echoes over the whole ceremony Is one of the two most 
powerful of the play, and it brings to a climax the f lrst 
e v e n t s o f t h e d r am a • T h e ch u r ch s i ts b a c k f r om t h e s f dew a I k. 
In a yard enclosed by a rusty iron railing with a gate at the 
c en t er • T h e bu i I d I n gs o n e a c h s i de of t h e c h u1r c h a r e s t er n 
and forbidding with drawn shades that give the effect of stern 
and brutal eyes staring callously at human beings wit~oul acknow• 
!edging them. This setting symbolizes the attitudes of huma-
nity toward them and the treatment that they will be given 
now that they have chosen to violate the conventions of society. 
The structure of the whole play, the tragic conse-
quences of doomed relationships, and the thesis of the play 
are symbolized in tne song that pours from the black street. 
A Negro tenor sings In a voice of shadowy richness the first 
stanza with a contented, childlike melancholy 
Sometimes I feel I ike a mourning dove, 
Sometimes I feel like a mourning dove, 
Some t i mes I f e e I I i k e a mo u r n i n g dove, 
I f e e I I i k e a mo u r n f n g do v e • 
F e e I I i k e a mo u r n i n g do v e. 
The second stanza rs sung with a dreamy, boyish exultance. 
Sometimes I feel like an eagle in the air, 
Sometimes I feel like an eagle tn the air, 
Sometimes I feel I Ike an eagle in the air, 
I feel like an eagle in the air. 
Fee I I i k e an e ag I e in the air. 
And the third stanza Is sung with a brooding, earthbound.sorrow. 
Sometimes I wish that I'd never been born, 
Sometimes I wish that I'd never been born; 
Sometimes I wish that I'd never been born, 
I wish that I 1d never been bornJ 
Wish that I'd never been born.:lo 
Indeed the profound prophetic nature of the song Is 
further intensified as the dark wooden doors oft he church 
open I Ike the I ips of an idol that is spi Hing them from the 
darkness within to the sunlight without. The church symbolizes 
now one of man's most highly developed and humane institu-· 
tions that can not harbor or protect or even unify Its own. 
As a pagan Idol in the most primitive state of man's existence 
it· is dark and helpless; it can only cast out into the sun-
light. It can only offer a light ray of hope at sqme time in 
t h e f u t u r e for t h e t wo w ho h av e come t o i t s a I t a r to a s k. f o r 
succor. That this hoptt is futile Is clearly registered by 
the metal I ic clang of the churchbel I and by the manner In 
which the Blacks and the Whites, now symbols of two distinct, 
proud, and inimical races arrange themselves into two distinct 
"racial lfnes on each side of the gate, rigid and unyielding, 
staring across at each other with bitter, hostile eyu.n27 
Having been spat out of the inner darkness of the 1dol•church, 
Ella dressed in white and Jim In black, they stand In the sun-
light, shrinking and confused. All of the hostile eyes bore 
into them as they stand in trembling silence, Immobile. 
Sun I l9ht as the symbol of hope In a hos ti le world 
26P I a ys, I I, 31 9. 
27 1bld., P• 319. 
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fades away as the organ grinder appears playing "Old Black 
Joe." 28 The song is a lament of the passing of old times, 
loves, fr tends, by one who is soon to die. As such it should 
symbolize Ella and Jim's passing from an unhappy past into 
a happy one. But again 0'Neill 's ironical method of effectl~e 
contrast is evident because "the gentle voices cal I Ing" them 
are s t i I I ed by one f I n a I c I an g of t he church be I I " i n s f s tent I y 
dismissing them." The scene ends with Jim's exultant up-
1 iftlng of his spirits to --the sun, the sky, the blue as 
their symbol of Hope. Jim attempts to quote the biblical 
verses of the rain's falling on the just and the unjust, but 
once again he is confused and baffled. Ella in a trance• 
like expression and Jim twitching, his eyes staring, about 
to collapse, leave. 
T h a t .t h e wo r I d too h as s p a t t h em o u t i s s e en f n 
the opening of the nut act. It is set two years later In 
the parlor of Jim's mother and sister Hattie. The room fs a 
symbol of that strange mixture of taste representing race 
that O'Neill associated with the black race: Jn other words 
it Is the heart of the black world which has nourished Jim 
and Hattie. In the divergent qualities of appointments can 
be seen the contrast of primitive race pride and acquired 
assimilation of white influence. In fact, everything in the 
room clashes. The new furniture is cheaply ornate, naively, 
childishly gaudy; but the new pieces give evidence of a taste 
that is diametrical Iv opposed in its somberness and severeness. 
28~ American Song Book. 
The portrait of an elderly Negro with an able, shrewd fac~ · 
hangs In a heavy gold frame. However, it is only a colored 
photograph. The figure is dressed in outlandish lodge regalia, 
a getup adorned with medals, sashes, and a cocked hat with 
frills. The whole effect is as absurd to contemplate as one 
of Napoleon's Marshals In full unlform. 29 
The whole effect of the scene is spot I ighted In 
Mickey's earlier reference to the Black's trying to buy White: 
It Is Impossible, and the results are disastrous because they 
are irreconcilable opposites. In complete contrast to the 
portrait is a Negro primitive mask from the Congo. It Is a 
grotesque face which inspires obscure, dim connotations. On 
the o'ther hand, it is conceived in a truly religious spirit 
and beautifully executed. It dominates the room by Its dia• 
bolical quality, a symbol of the racial past of the Negro30 
as well as a symbol of human antagonlsm. 31 As a symbol of 
the black rel fgion as contrasted with the white, it too must 
fall as exemplified in its symbolic stabbing in the la.st scene.32 
Mrs. Harris and Hattie are discovered awaiting the 
return of Jim and Ella from Europe. Because of her attitude 
toward and abi llty to understand the fact that Blacks and 
Whites can not mix and that it Is just as difficult for one 
Press, 
Demons 
29p I ays, 11, 322. 
30c a r pent er, p. I 05. 
3 1clifford Leech, Eugene O'Nei I I 
1963), P• 44. 
(New York: Grove 
32Kenneth Wacgowan and Herman Rosse, Masks and 
(New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1923) 1 P:-141. 
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race as for another, Mrs. Harris functions as a symbol of the 
older generation that had learned to I tve as a black in a 
world dominated by whites -- living within the system rather 
than llvfng to oppose it. Through her wisdom to understand, 
though not necessarl Iv to accept that system, she has been 
hurt but she has not been crushed by the prejudices that 
now motivate Hattie. Hattie symbolizes the new Pride of the 
black race: "We don't deserve happiness tfl I we've fought 
the fight of our race and won lt!"3 3 With this attitude and 
a mood resentful of her feellngs toward the miscegenous marrlage, 
she greets Jim, who tells her and his mother that Ella is not 
we 11. 
Ella appears pale and shaken and suffering, hollow-
eyed and sick; a symbolic contrast from Bonnie Annie Laurie 
to black as dark, ugly, and vile. Even Jn her weakening 
condition she appears tolerant of her surroundings, and she 
smiles In such a naturally superior manner that she rnfuriates 
Hattie. Suddenly seeing the black mask, Ella screams. Scorn-
fully Hattie explains that It is a mask that used to be worn 
, by her people fn religious ceremonies In Africa. But even 
more important, It is a work of a real artist, as much so 
as that of Mlchaelangelo.34 She has purposefully given It 
to Jim as a wedding present to symbolize the residue of pride 
that the individual inherits from the significant memories 
33 Plays, II, 324. 
34 1bid., P• 328. 
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of the human·race.35 To Hattie Ella replies that It fs ugly 
and stupid, like some kid's game, making faces. Subconsiousfy 
it symbolizes all the blackness. which she hates,36.and she 
slaps it contemptuously, saying that she will give it the 
laugh; 37 and tn the same breath she states that she wi 11 not 
let Jim take any more examinations, which if he should pass 
would be a symbol not only of his already established moral, 
but also of his intellectual superiority. 
The whole scene is brought into dramatic focus as 
Ella stares in this order at the portrait, at the mask, at 
th e fur n I tu r e, a n d f i n a I I y a t J I m. She s e ems t o f I g h t so me 
heavy weight in her mind: and now we know that the weight 
is Jim now seen as an integral part of the whole room. Jim 
is crying, and Ella kneels at his feet and tells him that 
he is the whitest of the white. Left momentarily alone, Elle 
moves toward the portrait and with a sneer says, "It's his 
Old Man -- all dolled up I Ike a circus horse I Wei I, they 
can't hel~ it. It's in the blood, I suppose. They're Ig-
norant, that's all there is to it.n 38 Then she moves to the· 
mask and mocklngly says that Jim wi II not pass, not in a 
thousand years because they are al I black. Seeing herself 
as inferior, she assumes an attitude of indifferent superiority 
35s1evers, P• 105. 
36carpenter, P• 105. 
3 7 P I a y s , I I , 3 29. 
38tbid., P• 330. 
and becomes malicious and envious. 39 Being white has now 
deffnitely become the symbol of unhappiness and weakness.40 
Her prejudice symbolizes those whites who want to reduce Jim 
to a menial status.41 
It is now evening some six months later, and the 
walls of the room appear shrunken in, the eel ling lowered, 
so that t he f urn i tu re, t he po r t r a i t, th e mas k I oo k u n n at u r a I I y 
large and domineering emphasizing symbolically that it is 
r a c c t h at i s c r u s h I n g t h em • J i m s i t s s u r r o u n d e d b y p i I e s of 
law books. He Is dully repeating sentences from Blackstone, 
sweating profusely; but the words are stale and have no 
meaning. Hfs eyes now have an uneasy, haunted look, and he 
stares about him in agony. Hattie comes in gravely concerned 
over Jim's health which is being destroyed by his constant 
caring for the now deranged Ella. When he refuses to I is ten 
to her, In her agitation Hattie calls him a traitor to his 
race. But Jim explains that Ella's fear of Black is not deep 
down in her,·but rather deep down in her people. "Let her 
call me Nigger! let her call me the whitest of the whi tel 
I'm all she's got in the world, ain't Ii She's all I've got! 
You wl th your fool talk of the black race and the white race! 
Where does the human race get a chance to come initt42 
Ushering the confused Hattie out of the door, Jim 
3 9E n ge I , p. 12 I • 
40Raleigh, P• 103. 
41leech, P• 42. 
42p I ays, 11, 336. 
st ts back down to recite the meaningless I Ines from Bla~k­
stone. At this moment Jim's earlier explanation of why he 
can not pass the examinations when he knows more than any-
one else t n the cl ass becomes c I ear: he can not pass because 
he Is bNtck and black to him is the symbol of all the old In• 
equal ltles, prejudices, and indignities. Sti 11 determined 
In a defeatist kfnd of way, he is interrupted by Ella In a 
red dressing gown and bare feet brandishing a carving knife 
with which she tries to murder him. She has regressed In her 
Insanity to the state where she can kl II what she hates. At 
the same time she Is a chi Id again and Jim is the Uncle Jim 
of !}uckleberry ~at 1·he same time that he is alternately 
a dirty nigger and Jim. Their self-imposed isolation which 
w I I I I ea d to d es t r u c t i o n i s now s ym bo I i z e d by t h e s h r u n k en 
room and the domination of the mask and the portrait. 
It is spring some six months later and the sun has 
j u s t g o n e d ow n • I t i s c I e a r t h a t t h e s ym bo I i c u s e o f s pr i n g 
is to suggest birth, a new life, and happiness; but the irony 
is that it does not. And time now has passed from morning 
to twl light to night: the end has come and life is over. 
T h e e v en mo r e s h r u n k e n room t h a t i s j u s t I a r g e e no ugh to 
hold the two has become their tomb. The furniture, the por-
trait, and the mask have become enormously magnified. El ta 
enters In the now tattered red dressing gown, glowing with 
a mad energy and raging with an insane mockery. 
Confronting the mask, she sees in It all of her 
uncontrollable prejudices and hatred for Black. To it she 
has transferred al I of her unbearable associations with Jim: 
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color, sexual fears, bar examinations. Screaming, she tsks · 
what the mask has against her, why ft will not let her be 
happY• After all, she did marry it, and at this pofnt the 
mask becomes a symbol of the whole black race that has 
poisoned her and from whose Blackness she can not wash 
herself clean. 
Jfm enters holding the letter which has crushed 
him into numbness: he has fa·i led again In the white man's 
world. Through his use of symbolic narrative O'Neil I for 
the ffrst time in the play presents Jfm realizing that he Is 
a member of the black race when Jim bursts into "rich Negro 
laughter" when Ella asks him if he had passed. Mockingly he 
answers that to pass would have been a fracturing of all 
n at u r a I I aw, an i n f r a c t Ion a g a I n s t a I I human r I g h t and ju s t i c e. 
He continues blasphemously that the devl I -- symbol lzed by the 
Congo Mask -- could perform miracles and God would be tipped 
head first right out of the judgment seat.43 This continued 
symbol le narrative further emphasizes Jim's acceptance of 
his negritude and an awareness of the religious and cultural 
heritage of his race. Jim's Ironical statement reversing 
the symbolic roles of God and the Devil symbolizes the re-
fusal of the white God to permit justice by permitting him 
to pass the bar examination and become an advocate of white 
secular ju-st fee. With a wi Id cry of joy Ella pushes al I the 
I aw books crash i n g to the f I oo r • I n a w i I d and r I tu a I I s t I c 
dance she moves in front of the mask and screaming that she 
43 PI ays, I I, 340. 
has given It the laugh, she plunges the knife down through . 
it and pins it to the table. By the act of stabbing it and 
pinning the Congo Mask to the table, Ella is symbolically 
emasculating the negro race and denying it its creative vi• 
tality. At the same time, she Is destroying her husband Jfm 
who has just admitted his racial heritage. In a terrible 
r o a r w i t h f is t s c I e n ch e d a bo v e h i s h ea d h e ca II s h er a wh I t e 
devil woman, and he too has been forced into a primitive murder• 
ous state. Ella's scream stops hfm, and she teHs hfm, "It's 
all right, Jim! It's dead. The devil's dead. Seel It 
couldn't live -- unless you passed. If you'd passed it would 
have lived in you.u44 The symbolic significance of the scene 
Is In the black soul straining to be white and the white .soul 
w i s h I n g t h a t I t we re b I a c k t o o, t he n d r ea d I n g b e yo n d a I I e· I s e 
that that black soul might become white and equal. 45 
In a chi Id-I ike way Et la asks if God wi II forgive 
her for what she had done to him. Jim answers: "Maybe He 
can forgive what you've done to me; and maybe He can forgive 
what I've done to you; but I don't see how He's going to for-
give -- Hlmself.n46 But Jim too must recognize that man Is 
as a whole less good than he imagines himself to be.47 He 
listens to her entreaties that they become children again and 
change colors, he using chalk and she shoe blacking (and the 
Haven: 
44 1bid., P• 340. 
45skinner, P• 136. 
46 P I av s , I I , 3 4 I • 
47carl Gustav Jung, Psychology and Religion 
Yale University Press, 1938J, p.9'l. 
(New 
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play has come full circle from the first scene when Jim is · 
first seen eating the chalk). 
At last recognizing his responsibi Ii ties for the 
choices that he has made, though still perhaps baffled In 
understanding the consequences of those choices, Jim In a 
feeling of exaltation throws himself down on his knees and 
raises hts shining eyes, his face transfigured. Weeping tn 
an ecstasy of religious humility, he cries: "Forgive me, 
God -- and make me worth v • • • Forgive me, God, for bias-
phemfng You! let this fire of burning suffering purify me 
of selfishness and make me worthy of the child You send me 
for the woman You take away.n48 Jim is somehow vaguely 
aware that we carry our past with us, to wit, the primitive 
and Inferior man, 49 so still in his mystic ecstasy he can say 
that he will play with El la right up to the gates of Heaven. 
Indeed Jim has attempted to do just that -- to play 
with Ella right up to God's Heav 1 n. But he has also learned 
something about I ife -- al I men and women are not God's 
c h I I I u n an d t h e y a I I mo s t c er t a l n I v do no t po s s es s t h c s ytn• 
bolic wings of the song. In Jim's moment of symbolic exal-
tatfon he accepts tragedy as man's lot and his battle with 
Fate as the only ennobling act permitted him. Jim Harris has 
become a symbol of all man's greatest virtues: a wi II lngness 
to face the future with hope. So finally one is r~mlnded of 
another exalting thought in the song and Jim's deserving of 
It: when he gets to Heav'n he can put on wings and fly all 
over God's Heav•n. 
48p I ays, 11, 342. 
49Jung, P• 93. 
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Uf\IHJLY DESIRE UNDER lHE ELMS 
I t ' s po e t i ca I v i s I o n I I I um i n a t i n g even t h ' mos t 
sordid and mean blind alleys yf life -- that is my justification as a dramatist! 
When O'Neill began to write Desire Under the Elms 
in 1924, he already had completed four major plays that were 
innovations in method and form: Beyond lli Horizon, The 
Emperor Jones, The Hairy Apiz, and&!_ God's Chi I lun -~Wings. 
I n a I I f o u r h i s tr eat men t of s ym b o I i s m h ad b e en e ff e c t i v e, 
logical, and often brilliant; however, it was to be fn Desire 
Under the Elms that he was to create for the f lrst time a 
tragedy whose characters and themes are so complemented on 
bo th the r ea I i s t i c a n d s ymbo I i c I ev ct I s th at th ct res u I t i s 
"one oft he great plays fn American I iterature."2 
Pushing beyond thee human confl lets that he had pre-
sented in his lyrical symbolic romanc~ wherein he had experi-
mented with ~ymbolic narrative-plot and song, he moved n~xt 
toward an even more profound study of universal relationships 
among man and woman and God. The play ls a tremendous advance 
over his previous full-length plays. This play combines all 
of the facets and elements of the creative artistry of O'Neill: 
"The crude elemental passions of people who harbor the seeds 
!George Jean Nathan, "Portrait of 0'Nei I I" in O'Nei II 
and His Plays: .E.2.Y.!. Decades£! Criticism, eds. Oscar Cargill, 
~BryTlton Fagin, and Wi Iii am J. Fisher (New York: ·New York 
University Press, 1963>, P• SS. 
2Alan s. Downer, Fifty Years of American Drama: 
1900-1950 (Chicago: Regnery, 1951 >, P• 69. 
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0 f the i r own · des t r u c t I on, "3 t h c: b r i I I i an t p s ye ho Io g i c a 1. . i n • · 
sight into the love-hate relationship between husband and wife, 
father and son, brother and brother, the great cosmic lonell• 
ncss of man, the extent of God's cruelty and hardness, and the 
torture of accepting one's fate. 
Just as O'Nei I I had been concerned with family con• 
flicts of his own in~ God's Chi I lun Got Wings, so ts he 
even more concerned with them in Desire Under the Elms. As 
a result, the pJay has been analyzed ag~ln and again In psy-
choanalytic terms. It is true that O'Neill did give full 
vent to his tortured feelings in the play and that in many 
aspects It Is an unconscious autoblography,4 because It is a 
fact that El la 0 1 Nef II, his mother, had been dead for only 
two years and Jamie, the alcoholic brother, had died just be-
fore the actual writing of the play. Consequently, even though 
O'Neil I had been considering this theme for a long time, his 
tho~ghts concerning the outrageous suffering of his mother at 
the cruel hands of both James, his father, and Jamie must have 
been intensified at the very time that he was writing the play. 
However, regarding the charges of those who saw pro-
found Freudian influences in the play, 0 1 Nei II dismissed them 
by saying that whatever of Freudianism there was In the play, 
It must have w-alked right in through his subconsclous.5 And 
3Gelb, p. 538. 
4o r • P h i I i p We i s s man , "Con s c i o us a n d Un con s c I o us 
Autobiographical Dramas of Eugene 0 1Nei 11, 11 Journal of the 
American Psychoanalytic Association, 5 (July 19571, 432':460. 
SGelb, P• 577. 
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that is probably precisely what did harpen, because Fre·ud 
h ad a I r ea d y pub I i sh e d h I s T h e I n t er pre t a t ion .2.£. Dre ams f n 
which he discussed the relationship of dreams as an extension 
of the conscious to the subconscious world of sexual reality; 
and Totem .!.!l2 Taboo in which he hypothesized the instinctive 
male drives of the sons to dfsplace the father and usurp. 
his rights. 
Both theories were the subject of cocktail conver-
sation, and O'Neill certainly knew them. As a matter of fact, 
he was probably unaware of the autobiographical signlf lcance 
of the play when he once related to Walter Huston that he 
dreamed the whole play one night.6 There fs no doubt that 
these psychic Insights are more profoundly studied fn Desire 
Under lli Elms than they are in~ God's Chi 1 lun Got Wings. 
But more important Is the fact that in Desire Under the Elms 
O'Neil I turned for the ff rst time to Greek tragedy and myth-
ology for theme, subject matter, and character. From hfs read-
Ing of the Medea and Hlppolytus of Euripides7 came the sug-
gestion of Incest and infanticide. The concept of the f am i Iv 
curse he got from the Houses of Atreus and Thebes, and h Is 
know I edge and fee I i ng of the I n div I du a I 's struggle w I th God 
came from an absorbing interest In Greek tragedy and hf sown 
personal struggle. 
These ideas, then, O'Neill actively, effectively, 
and profoundly brought to the composition of Desire Under the 
6Gelb, P• 539. 
7sktnner, p. 144. 
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Elms, and to no smal I degree do they account for the generally 
classical method of the play and add to the mythical qua I rt ft$ 
of its protagonist Ephraim Cabot. The themes of the tragedy 
are firmly rooted in and supported by O'Nef I I's most pene-
trating use of symbolism in any play up to this time. Attest-
t n g to the qua I l t y and accuracy of the s ymbo I s i n s u ppo r t t n g 
the plot of the play are the questions that are raised by in-
dividuals and left for humanity to answer. life may be a 
tragedy and the.test is .I ivlng. it in an attempt to find its 
meaning, sometimes at the.rl sk of utter destruction, some• 
times with the hopes of mystic fulfi 1 lment. 
For a setting In which to develop his story, O'Neil I 
chose as he had.done before and.was to do many times again 
in the future a New England In· 1850. To his owns ensi tive 
associations with nature.he added.those acquired ones of a 
New England."suffering under the yoke of extreme Calvinism, 
to which he attributed.characteristics of passion, violence, 
sadism, and Transcendental lsm." 8 Such a scene seemed quite 
fitting In which to unravel .the themes of his play:. varfatlons 
on the word.desire. 
Now 1 how e v er , 0' Ne I I I i s a b I e . t o ma k e t h e c h a r a c t er s 
a part of the land.and the land.an.almost living organic 
entity, both naturally inseparable;. wher.eas In Beyond the 
Ho r i z o n , I n a s i m i I a r s e t t i n g 1 th e c h a r a c t e r s s e em e s s e n t I a I I y 
to dw e I I on t h e I a n d . an d no t i n i t • T h i s f a i I u r e t n B e yon d 
fu Horizon probably accounts for the Innovative but often 
weak attempt to use locale symbolically by alternating the 
8 Downer, P• 69. 
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scenes in and out of doors. E. s s e n t i a I I y t h e t h emu of 0 es i r e 
Under~~ spring out of the ground, or at least out of 
the individual's need to own and be a part of the earth --
the earth symbolically suggesting that man Is a steward, not 
the ownttr of the earth. And as William Faulkner also.suggests 
1 n T h e Be a r , an y v i o I a t i o n of t h a t s t ew a r d s h I p n a t u r c w i I I no t 
--
tolerate. 
O'Nef 11 's development of setting suggests his mean-
ings. There are symbolic.nuances which support the different 
levels of reality. The action of the play takes place inside 
and outside of the Ephraim Cabot house. that. is the focal 
point of the whole little New England farm. As O'Neill de• 
picts the house and the farm particularly, he is carefully 
revealing their meanings and associations in the mind of each 
character. At the same time he is enriching the significance 
of both the inhabitants on the farm and the land itself by 
minutely laying the foundation of the play's S',rnbol le structure. 
0 1 Neill's mefhod is classical. In the opening scenes of Part 
One he Introduces the characters, implying through both what 
they say and do that there is some emotional and physical 
crisis about to begin In their lives. 
The house itself is one of the central symbols In 
t h e p I a y. To th e s o u th i t f !l c es a s ton e w a I I w i t h a woo d c n 
gate, both of whose symbolic significance increases as the 
themes are developed. The house is in fair condition but in 
need of paint. Its walls are sickly grayish, the green of 
the shutters faded. On each side of the house are two enor-
mous elms that bend their trai I ing branches over the roof 
subduing and protecting it. In their aspect there is~ 
sinister maternity, a crushing, jealous absorption. O'Neill 
says that from their intimate contact with life in the house 
t h e y h ave de v e I oped a n a pp a I I I n g humane n es s • Ov er t he ho u s e 
they brood oppressively I ike exhausted women resting their 
sagging breasts and hands and hair on Its roof. The front 
wall has two windows in the upper story and two on the ground 
floor. The upper two are the bedrooms of Ephraim Cabot the 
father and his three sons Simeon, reter, and Eben. On the 
ground floor to the left Is the kitchen, and on the right is 
a parlor whose shades are always drawn down.9 
The play opens on an evening in early spring with 
the three men alone on the farm because Ephraim has been call-
ed out "t'learn God's message t'me in the spring, like the 
prophets done.nlO Eben appears first, coming out of the house, 
and looking up into the sky. This action is to be repeated 
by every character In the play many times, and to each cha-
racter It symbolizes something different. Eben is described 
as an animal In a cage trapped but inwardly subdued. To him 
the stars symbol fze freedom and beauty: "God! Purty! 11 he says 
as he looks up. He says I ater in the scene that he Is far• 
sighted when he is the first to see his father returning, in 
contrast with Ephraim who he says when Ephraim looks up he 
can't see a thing he is so nearsighted. The· symbolic Irony 
Is that neither can really see the crisis Fate Is developing 
9 P I av s , I , 2 02 • 
IOlbid., P• 210. 
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around them. 
Simeon, thirty-nine, and Peter, thirty-seven, are 
returning from plowing the fields. They are larger than 
their twenty-five year old step-brother, fleshier, more 
bovine. Their shoulders stoop from years of toiling fn the 
hard fields, and they clump along heavily in their clumsy 
thick-soled boots caked with earth. Their clothes and body 
are stained with earth and they smell of the soi I. Almost 
with the same impulse they lean on their hoes and stare "dumbly 
up at the sky.trll The action reveals that they have been 
dreaming of running off to Cal lfornia gold fields in order to 
escape from a tyrannical father and a farm and fences that 
h av e Imp r i son e d t h em and w h i ch th e y w i I I n e v er own • To th em 
the sun and stars in the sky symbol lze the gold in some remote 
place to which they want romantically to escape. Peter cap-
sules their feelings when he says, "Here it's stones atop o 1 
the ground -- stones atop o' stones -- makln' stone walls 
year atop o' year -- him 'n' yew 'n' me 'n' then Eben -- making 
stone wal Is fur him to· fence us i n1° 12 At the end of the scene 
t h e y w i I I r emo v e t he g a t e f r om t h e f enc e a n d s a I I I t f r e e do w n 
some river. 13 
However, Simeon and Peter are little more than anr-
mals, bovine and dumb, despairingly afraid of their father, 
symbols of what the land that Is hard can do to thosct who 
11 Plays, I' 204. 
12tbid ., P• 204. 
13tbld., p. 221. 
are not so strong as the Promethean Ephraim.14 They have 
tragically little understanding of human relatfonshlps In 
spite of exposure. Even their names are symbolic of stone 
(strength, Christ's church, two of a lcindl,15 but they have 
been ground to dust. When they tell the protesting Eben that 
he is the "dead spit an' image" of his father,16 they are 
u n aware of t he s I g n f f i c an c e of wh at t h e y a re s a y i n g • On t he 
other hand, Eben's reply to his brother's comment about the 
land is more perceptive and shows that there is something 
about h i m t hat I s I a ck i n g i n t hem: "An ' ma k i n ' w a I I s stone 
atop o' stone -- maldn' walls till yer heart's~ stone ye heft 
up out o' the way o' growth onto a stone wall t• wall in yer 
heartl"l7 Perhaps Simeon and Peter recognize that strength 
lor weakness l in Eben when they tel I Ephraim that "he' I I eat 
ye yet, old man.HIS 
Eben has built a wall around his heart, but it Is a 
wall of hatred for a father whom he blames for having stolen 
his mother's'farm and causing her early death through unbear-
able work. Because the mother is the primordial symbol of fe• 
cundlty and maternity,1 9 her image makes the greatest Impres-
sion on Eben. As his Imagined love for his mother grows out 
14Raleigh, P• 255. 
I 5 Ac ts, I 5. 2 4. 
l6p1ays, I, 211. 
I 7 I b i d. , p. 2 09. 
I 8 Ibid., p. 222. 
19Engel, P• 129. 
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of natural proportion, so increases the hatred that he has 
toward his father. Eben says that his mother "can't find It 
nateral sleeptn' and rest in' in peace. She can't git used 
t' beln' free -- even in her grave.n20 Her presence is about 
the house, and even Ephraim feels it and leaves for sanctuary 
In the barn with his cows. 
Thus Eben's love for the land is bound inextricably 
I 
wtith the love for his mother, and the elms that hov1tr protect-
ingly and at the same time destructively over the house much 
like the Pyncheon Elms symbolize the spirit of the dead wo-
man. She won't let him be free. In his own way, then, Eben's 
I o v e for th e I and i s v er y d i ff ere n t fr om t h a t o f h I s bro t h er s • 
He wi 11 go to any lengths to insure that birthright. Now that 
Simeon and Peter have become "lilies o' the field"21 Eben is 
even more insistent that for the proffered three hundred dol-
lars stolen from Ephraim's cache to each of them they slgn the 
paper giving up their rights to the farm in the same manner 
that Esau sold his birthright to Jacob.22 Gold now symbol lzes 
revenge and greed on the parts of Eben, Sim~on, and Peter. 
Eben goes off to the barn to milk his cows in his 
barn on his farm assured that the knowledge of Ephraim's new 
bride wi I I frighten them into signing the paper at once. They 
go outslde to the gate after Eben's proposal and look up at 
the sky with numbed appreciation. As the sun comes up, Simeon 
20 Plays, I, 209. 
211bid., P• 216. 
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says that the "gold's In the East now." He Is referring both 
to t h e s u n a n d E b en ' s g o I d • He s t amps h i s f oo t on t h e e a r t h 
and addresses it desperately: " -- ye've thirty year o' me 
burfed in ye -- spread out over ye -- blood an' bone an' 
sweat -- rotted away -- fertl I izin' ye -- richln' yer soul 
.... prime manure, but God, that's what I been t' ye!" 23 And 
so they had. 
Eben rushes in from the barn and cows and "the hosses, 
an' pigs, an' chickens" thats ti 11 don't know him but that 
know Simeon and Peter like "brothers" with the news that Ephraim 
and his new bride are coming up the hi II. They sign the paper 
and go to the fence and take the gate off its hinges, "harby 
bollshin' shet gates, an' open gates, an' all gates, and leav-
1 n g t hat s t I n kn ' o I d rock- p i I e of a farm" to anybody that wan ts 
it. Eben Is looking on the whole scene with his face lifted 
up to the sky. It is lighted by a shaft of sunlight and it 
h a s o n I t t h e e x p r es s i o n o f a t r a n c e • H I s I i p s mo v e • T h e y 
each have their desires. 
At last Ephraim Cabot with his bride appears. He 
i s a pr i def u I s e v en t y-f i v e, t a I I and g au n t , w i t h gr ea t w I r y, 
concentrated power, but stoop-shouldered from toi I. His face 
I s a s h ar d as If i t had been hewn out of a bo u I de r ; yet t here 
i s a we a Ii: n es s i n I t , a pet t y pr i de i n i ts s tr en gt h. Sm a I I 
and close together, his eyes are extremely nearsighted; and, 
he is continually blinking to focus on objects. At the sight 
of him Simeon and Peter congeal into statues. Asked why they 
23 Plays, t, 218. 
01 
are not at work, they r ep I v that the v are on the way to the · 
go I d f i e I d s o f C a I i f o r n i a • J e c r i n g I v t h e y t e I I E p h r a i m h e 
should put his bride in with the other sows. Angered by their 
a n t i c s , E p h r a i m t e I I s t h em t h a t t h e I r I u s t f o r e as y go I d I s 
sinful and he curses them. As they go off singing Peter and 
Simeon pick up stones and fling them at the house and sym-
bolically at their father. They strike the window of the par-
lor which had net been opened since Eben's Maw had died, and 
the crashing glass rips down the shade. 
Abby Putnam Cabot at last can move into the house 
and claim it as her own. She looks calculatingly at the 
aroused Eben, but under this glance is her desire dimly awaken-
ed. Eben cal Is her a harlot as she seductively runs her hand 
on his arm while he stands stupidly as if hypnotized. Bib• 
lfcal Ephraim fs shouting In the background, "Lord Godo' 
Hosts, smite the undutiful sons with Thy wust .cuss 11124 He 
t h e n c a II s u po n th e "Go d o ' t h e o I d, God o r t h e I on e so m c" 
to come to his aid. He moves off to the barn to tend the 
stock with Ephraim contemtuously muttering that he is worth 
ten of Eben, who wi 11 never be more than half a man. The 
irony of that statement wi II return to Ephraim in the coming 
months as O'Neill expands the themes of his story. As new 
emotions are discovered new desires are aroused. Eben be-
comes for Abby the prize bul I as their physical attraction 
increases. Attempting to force her attentions on Eben, Abby 
te1·1s him that he can't ~o against nature. "Hain 1 t the sun 
24Plays, I, 227. 
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strong an' hoti Ye kin feel it burnln 1 Into the earth --
Nature -- makin' ye want t' grow -- Into somethin' else --
tf 11 yer're jlned with it -- an' it's your 1 n -- but it owns 
ye, too -- an' makes ye grow bigger -- ·I flee a tree -- I flee 
them elums --1125 
What Abby says is filled with symbolic foreshadow• 
ing because fn the end what she says is precisely what de-
velops. Her statements are intended to be provocative, but 
even she Is unaware of her overtones. Ephraim has declared 
that Eben wi I I always be only half man, but to Abby he al• 
ready has become the bul I. She sees the son strong and hot 
with desire. If she is even slightly an early earth mother, 
then the sun may burn into her; and If one of Nature's func• 
tlons is to encourage reproduction, then she will grow big• 
ger with Eben's child. They do find real love, as the mys• 
tlcal ending might indicate, when they are joined together. 
The elms then symbolize the maternal Abby as wel I as ·the 
spirit of Eben's mother. 
As Eben leaves, Ephraim comes up from the barn. He 
looks at the sky and comments on how "purty" It is, to which 
Abby replies that she sees nothing. Whether she Is unable to 
see anything pretty or still angry with Eben's repulsion, she 
asks Ephraim sarcastically If he alms to buy up over the farm 
too. Ephraim replies that what he sees is the sky and that 
i t f e e I s I I k e a warm p ' ace up t h er e. He i s get t i n g o I d and 
ripe on the bough, and It is always so cold and lonesome In 
25 P I a y s, I, 229. 
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the house. But it is warm down in the barn, nice smelling;· 
and the cows understand hfm. He feels secure and comfortable 
with them and the barn. They symbolfze a mascul Inc world In 
which no demands can be made of him. 
The idea of providing a son and heir for Ephraim 
becomes uppermost In Abby's mind in order to insure her hold 
on the land, even at the very moment that he Is trying to 
explain something of himself to her. In the most lncre• 
dulous and in one of the most dramatically provocative scenes 
in the play Ephraim and Abby are seen in their bedroom just 
shortly after he has called her his Rose 0 Sharon and hfs 
'Rae he I and they have both prayed for a son. In the adjoin• 
ing room Is Eben. O'Nei I I has synchronized in almost ballet 
fashion the movements of Eben's and Abby's desrre for each 
othiu as they strain and writhe in lust for each other. Be• 
cause rt has been so long since Ephraim has expressed his 
real feelings, he begins to speak in such a halting though 
moving manner that one real lzes that Q•Nei I I Intended through 
his choice of the name Ephraim that he would have Irked his 
protagonist to be fruitful and or even twice· fruitful and 
without the intervention of Fate, the father of great tribes.26 
"Sometimes ye air the farm an' sometimes the farm be yew. 
That's why I clove t' ye in my lonesomeness. Me and the farm 
h a s go t t ' beg a t a s o n ! 112 7 Abby r e p I i e s t h a t h e I s g et t i n g 
26Dorls V. Falk, "That Paradox, O'Neill," Modern 
Drama, 6 (February 1963), P• 229. 
27 Plays, 11 236. 
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things mixed up. She is right, but Ephraim's words 'reveal 
what the.farm symbolizes to him -- wlfe and mother of hfs 
chi ldrcn, his whole llfe, and his future through his children. 
Ephraim goes on to say that not only Abby, but also no other 
man or woman wi 11 ever know him. Fifty years ago he had com-c 
to this farm, and people had laughed at him when he took It. 
They cou Id not know that when a man can make corn sprout out 
of stones that he had God living in him. The others coul.d 
not survive because they were not strong enough, for after 
all God is not easy. Once forty-eight years ago he had given 
t n to weak n es s : he went Wes t and found pr a i r I es of r i ch J and, 
black and rich as gold without stones. To Ephraim that land 
symbolized the easy way of I lfe, and he heard a voice tel lfng 
him to go back home because the easy way meant nothing to Him. 
So Ephraim returned, and tn those wal Is one can sec 
the years of his I ife. To him they symbolize God's hardness 
and his own obedience to a 1 lfe that has grown loneltcr as 
the years passed. Long after the death of his first wife he 
had married Eben's mother because her family was contesting 
the deeds to his farm. With her he was more lonesome than 
e v er , a n d a f t er s l x t e en v ear s s h e d i e d • HI s so n s h e h a t e d 
because they coveted the farm without knowing what it meant. 
l'.low Abby too is unable to understand. So saying that the 
house Is cold and uneasy with "th In's poking about in the 
dark -- in the corners,tt28 he returns to the security and 
warmth of the barn and the cows. He can talk to the cows; 
28 Plays, I, 238. 
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they know the farm and him and they give him peace. 
The contrast between the symbols of the house and 
the barn Is f lrmly established, because it is the house that 
drives Ephraim to the barn and thus al lows Abby's triumphal 
seduction of Eben. That seduction Abby insists must take 
place In the parlor because "that's one room haln't mine vet, 
but It's a-goln' t• be tonight."29 The parlor is the symbolic 
tomb in which the family have been interred alive as well as 
it is the tomb of the dead. Abby insisted that Eben come to 
her in that room. O'Neill carefully makes it clear that Eben 
dresses in the same clothes that he had probably worn to his 
mo th er' s f unera I. He comes, however, in h Is bare feet, a 
symbol of his animal instincts in succumbing to lust. 
Abby tel Is him that there was something in the room 
when she first came in, and Eben tells her quite factually 
that It was his Maw. Eben's Maw still bears a grudge against 
Ephraim. Wild with passion, Abby throws her arms around Eben 
w i t h a 11 ho r r i b I y f r a n k m I x t u r e of I u s t a n d mo t h er I o v e • 11 3 0 
She says she wl II kiss him pure the same as If he were her 
I lttle boy. Some kind of symbolic transference takes place 
as Ab b y 1 s w I II d i s p I a c es t h e s p f r f t o f E be n ' s Maw ; a n d c r y i n g 
vengeance of God on all of them, she completes the seduction. 
At dawn Eben walks out of the house around to the 
gate just as Abby flings open the parlor shutters and stands 
with her hair tumbling in disarray from the night's loving. 
2 9p I a y s , I , 2 4 0. 
JOlbf d., P• 243. 
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Just as Abby's hair symbolizes her fruition as a woman in all 
her victorious and crowning glory, the gate now Is a symbol 
of Eben's freedom. His face wears instead of rts trapped 
animal fear a bold and confident expression. Abby says that 
during the night they made the parlor their room: "We give 
it llfe -- our lovin' did. 11 31 The 11 it 11 is, however, another 
fine example of symbol le foreshadowing. 
Eben thinks that his Maw has gone back to the grave 
to rest in peace. At just that moment Ephraim walks up 
staring vaguely at the sky. Eben asks his father if he is 
star-gazing in the daylight, and he replies as usual, 11 Purty, 
hain 1 t fti" "How do ye knowi Them eyes o' your'n can't see 
that fur, 11 Eben replles.32 Ephraim thinks Eben has been 
stealing liquor from him and Is surprised to hear Eben say 
that his Maw had gone back to her grave during the night. 
She can rest at last. Ephraim rep Iles that he rested wel I 
down with the cows that know how to sleep and are teaching 
him. Eben ends the conversation by saying that they must 
get to work s Ince he f s the pr 1%e rooster of that roost. 
One is reminded of Simeon's charge that one day Eben would 
eat his father alive. And O'Neill certainly knew the Freu-
dian symbolic significance of that. 
A few months later the "tt" of the parlor has be-
come a reality. Everyone at the party celebrating the child's 
b i r t h ex c e pt E p h r a i m k now s t h a t t h e c h i I d b e I o n gs to E be n • 
3 I Plays, I, 245. 
321bld., P• 245. 
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Just as Ephraim is about to make a fool of himself in a wild 
dance done only to put down the other dancers, the Fiddler 
tells Ephraim that he certainly is the spryest seventy-six 
that he had ever seen. "Now if ye'd on'y good eyesight.1133 
The go s s i p con t I nu es i n t h at v e i n u n t i I t he ex h au s t e d E p h r a Im 
goes outside for air. Thinking that he might be listening at 
the door, they open It and a noise as of dead leaves in the 
wind comes out of the room. Ephraim has been the monkey on 
Eben's string, and the noise heard is a symbol of death. Now 
Ephraim leans on the gate which has become a symbol of his 
own Imprisonment. In confusion he looks about him and says, 
"Even the music can't drive it out -- somethin'. Ye can feel 
it droppin' off the elums, climbin' up the roof, sneak in' 
down the chimney, pokln' the corners! They's no peace In 
houses, they's nor rest livin' with folks. Somethtn's always 
I i v I n ' w i t h ye • "3 4 P er h a p s t he " some th I n ' " i s t h e s ym b o I of 
his own guilt feelings as much as it is now the symbol of in• 
cest. As usual, his retreat is to the barn. 
The gate again ls introduced as a restricting force 
as Eben leans against it in mortal anguish over not being able 
to claim his parentage. He gazes up at the sky not as he has 
done before as a symbol of gold, happiness, and freedom, but 
with an expression of dumb and bewildering pain. His desire 
to c I a I m t he ch I I d j u s t a s h i s d es i re to c I a i m th e f arm I s 
denied again. Coming from the barn Ephraim walks toward Eben, 
33Ptays, I, 250. 
341 bid., P• 253. 
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hls eyes no longer looking skyward, but looking wearfly· on 
the ground. His symbolic sky is no longer "purty. 11 They 
begin to argue over Eben's claim to the farm. In his rage 
E p h r a i m c h a r g es Eben w i th b e i n g b I i n d, a s b I I n d as a mo I c 
underground; and images of their ability to see what Is going 
on are reversed. As have al I of the characters throughout the 
play, they curse each other in purely animal terms, just as 
t h ey a r e c on s t an t I y des c r i bed by 0 'Ne i I I i n t h e s am e man n er : 
a born donkey, a skunk, a dog, a calf, a rooster, a goat, 
critters, etc. Ephraim taunts Eben with the revelation that 
Abby wanted to have a baby to keep Eben from getting the land, 
and her desires have been fulfilled. As they fight, Ephraim 
presses Eben against the stone wall and begins to choke him. 
The wall momentarily symbolizes an execution one, as earlier 
it had symbolized life. 
Caught at last inextricably in the trap of their 
desires, Eben threatens escape to "gold Golden Gate --
gold sun -- fields o' gold in the West. 11 35 In her desire to 
hold him Abby commits the horrible crime of infanticide, and 
in so doing seals their doom. What Ephraim had heard poking 
around the house was deceit and unfllfllled desires. Ephraim's 
face hardens Into a stony mask, both a symbol of his own weak-
ness, the inability to show humanity, and his determination 
still to be like a stone, a rock of judgment. 36 He comes 
around to the gate and stares up at the sky at the same time 
35Plays, I, 262. 
361bid •. , P• 264. 
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that his stony control relaxes. The sky is still a symbol 
of something that is warm and pretty because he murmurs the 
moving lament that he wi I I be lonesomer than ever. So he 
turned the stock free and the cows. In freeing them he thought 
he was f re e i n g h i ms e I f • He wo u I d s et f i r e to the house and 
barn and watch them burn while Eben's Maw would be left to 
haunt the ashes. To California he would go, and with hts 
true sons Simeon and Peter they would find Solomon's Mines. 
His desfres are thwarted when he f Inds his gold missing, and 
he slumps on the floor I ike a dead fish. Gold In the form of 
desires has ruined them al I. Simeon and Peter coveted the 
farm which was a kind of gold, but thwarted In that desire, 
they used the hidden horde of Ephraim to get to the easy gold 
of Cal lfornia. Even Eben's Maw and her family had desired 
the farm, so Ephraim had prostituted himself In a marriage 
that brought undesirable ends. Eben claimed the farm as his 
n a t u r a I b i r t h r I g h t , a n d h e s to I e a n d comm I t t e d I n c es t t o 
achieve his desires. Abby prostituted herself for a home, and 
to achieve complete possession of it, she used her lust to 
father an heir. 
In her desire to prove her love for Eben she ktlls 
her chi Id. Their final acceptance of their fate and Eben's 
lnsf stence on sharing whatever that destiny might be are 
never quite grounded in reality. O'Neill is still perhaps 
justified in his choice of having Abby and Eben walk out of 
the door with the shlriff to that.destiny with their heads 
held high. They come once more to the gate, and walkfng 
' hand In hand they look up at the sunrise. Their fac~s are 
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rapt, strangely aloof, and devout. Their attitudes are very 
remfnlsclent of Jim Harris tn ~God's Chtl lun Q2..!. Wings. 
They all have about them that mystic quality that wi II per-
haps enable them to come to grips with Fate. 
It is, however, Ephraim who Is the really subtle and 
fascinating character in the play. In him is all the strength 
and hardness of the Old Testament Jehovah. Ephraim says that 
God ts the stones and he Is In the stones. Yet he seems at 
times more sinner than saint. He has fought to own the earth 
and tn turn he ts possessed by It. He seems at times such 
as his calling to go out like the prophets in the spring to 
be a hypocrite. Yet O'Nei II refuses to be specific on this 
point because Ephraim seems to act from what he thinks are 
mo r a I mo t i v es • He i s mo r e pow e r f u I t h a n a n y ab o u t h i m, an d 
like strong men he has a certain glory and pride tn that 
power. Freud makes It clear in Totem and Taboo that at the 
same time the son hated the father he admired and loved him. 
And Eb en d i d I o v e E p h r a I m • Eve r y c h a r a c t er i n t he p I a y s a y s 
t h a t h e I s t h e 11 s p i t I n ' i m a g e" o f h i s f a t h e r • Ho w e v e r , I I k e 
the stones Ephraim Is indestructible. In the e~d he denies 
that Eben stole the gold; rather God gave it to Simeon and 
Peter to test him. Ephraim says fin al I y that he hears God's 
voice again tel I ing him to be hard and stay on the farm. After 
all, God is hird and lonesome too. He lifts his stony face 
and walks grimly toward the barn. 
In this play for the first time 0 1Nelll has used 
his symbols of gold, the house, the barn, desire, stones, 
fences , t he g at e, t he e Im s , t he s k y, and t he f arm as a com-
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pletely integral part of the narrative and character de-
velopment of the story. The symbols never intrude on the 
r ea I i t y of the s tor y, and t hey a r e cons i s ten t i n s pt t e of 
the fact that at times their meanings do change tn the minds 
of the characters. It may seem at first that O'Nel II over-
uses and overburdens the two symbols of gold and animals. 
It is a fact that there are literally dozens of references 
to each In the play. Perhaps a more careful masking of their 
uses at times, as he Is able to mask meaning in later plays, 
would have pleased more subtle readers. However strong and 
obvious the symbols may appear, one must remember that tt 
would take strong Images to create one of the strongest 
characters In American drama, Ephraim Cabot. 
IV 
AN EX E RC I SE I N Ut\MAS K I NG 
One's outer life passes in a solitude 
haunted by the masks of others; one's inner 
life passes
1
in a solitude hounded by the masks 
of oneself. 
In Desire.Under .. the.Elms O'Neill through his cha-
r a c t er s b r i I I i an t I y a nd co n v i n c i n g I y s how e d t h a t t r aged y i s 
based on certain emotional and moral responses to life. Its 
effects are inseparable from the scope of human destiny, a 
mimesis, that suggests conviction by its general truths. In 
this respect O'Nei I l's primary dramatic interest always lay 
in his desire to present the tragedy of life, not in teaching 
some social doctrine. Nonetheless, in developing his tragic 
themes he could hardly avoid examining social structure. 
However, it was the inner structure of the human 
being that 0'Nei II in 1926 was most interested in showing. 
It was poss i~le to study these forces only through a conscious 
and studied use of symbolism that would be designed to extend 
the scope and meaning of the play beyond the limited boundaries 
of straightforward realism. Based on his experienc~ In writ-
ing previous plays, O'Nei I I knew that symbolic setting could 
give greater flexibility and could increase the imaginative 
quality of drama. He knew that human beings were not always 
free agents, and so he developed his characters in what is 
perhaps his most symbolic play The Grea.t.·God Brown against a 
. 
1Jordan Y. tv'iller, Euoene O'Neill and the American 
Critic: ~ Summary .. and.·Biographicat_Checkl-ist9 (-Hamden, Conn.: 
Shoe St r i n g, l 962 ) , p. I I 7. 
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background of social and biological forces. In the play 
O'Nei II does remain true to the real world and character of 
his people; 2 yet at the same time he suggests those strange 
warnings, Intuitions, and fantastic ideas that play on the 
periphery of consciousness or I ie burled in the subconscious. 
The complex nature of these themes is suggested by 
their diverse interpretations. Eugene Wai th sees the basic 
theme of the play as a conflict between man's aspirations, 
religious and artistic, and the doctrine of success as under-
s too d i n a ma t er i a I i s t i c. so c i et y. 3 A I a n Down er c a I I s i t 
C'Neill's most difficult and obscure play because he is try-
fng to invoke the mystery of the whole existence, spiritual 
and material, to present not a key to the mystery, but the 
mystery itself. 4 The play is an allegory, argues Robert 
Berl::elman, that traces through I ife in the twentieth century 
an Everyman. 5 Edwin Engel says that the theme of the play 
is the Christian renunciation of fanaticism, bigotry, and cruelty 
that have a devastating effect on the creative I ife of man, 6 
a theme similar to what fohn Lawson cal Is .an attempt to show 
the background pattern of the conflict Ing tides of men. 7 
2w I n t h e r , E. u gen e C 'Ne i I I : A Cr i t i c a I S t u d y, p • 2 5 7 • 
3 Eugene M. Wai th, "Eugene O•Nei II: An Exercise in 
Unmasking," Educational Theatre Journal, 13, 3 (October, 
I 96 I ) , p. 36. 
4Downer, P• 96. 
5 Rob er t 3 e r k e I m an , "0 'Ne i I I ' s E v er ym a n , " So u t h 
At I a n t f c Q u a t t e r I y, 5 8 ( Au t um n, I 9 5 9 ) , p • 6 I 0. 
6Engel, P• 152. 
7 John Henry Lawson, "Eugene O'Neil I," in Theory and 
Technique £f. Playwriting (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 19'!61, 
P• 44. 
When Thomas McDonnel I Says the play Is a circumlocution in 
masked symbol Ism of the ful I dramatic encounter toward which 
the tensions of the psyche were irresistibly worki~g,8 he is 
psychologically explaining Richard Skinner's suggestion that 
the play is a yearning for maternal protection against the 
re a I wo r Id 9 and John Ra I e i g h ' s t hat it i s a s tu d y i n ma I e and 
female polar relationships. 10 An analysis of the symbols in 
the play reveals al I these interpretations and more. 
One may see then why Downer and H. Steinhauer see 
great difficulty in the attitudes of the play. One reason 
for such suggested difficulties is the method O'Nei II chose 
to pres:ent his ideas and the source of these ideas. O'Nei 11 
had been interested in the philosophy of Nietzsche since his 
student days, and that gradual acceptance of Nietzschean 
the or y concern i n g man ' s r e la t ions h I p w i th God, the n at u r e of 
the Godhead, the nature of pain, and the role of good and 
evil in the world had brought him into great conflict with 
his Catholic' upbringing, its later rejection, and his pain-
ful search all his life to find salvation by again finding 
Catholicism. This painful search is an important theme in 
the olay. O'Neil l's interest in and study of Freudian theory 
was strongly evident in Desire Under the Elms when he drama-
tically and tragically utilized sexuality as the primary motive 
8Thomas McDonnell, 11 0'Nei 11 's Drama of the Psyche," 
Catholic \</orld, 147 IAoril 1963), p. 121. 
95 ki n n er, p. 16 7. 
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th a t bro ugh t a bo u t t h e des t r u c t i o n of t h e c h a r a c t er s • .1 n The 
-
Great~ Brown Freud's presence is stil I felt, but that of 
Jung pervades the whole play. 
Some brief reference to Jung's theory of introverts 
and extroverts is a necessity in the understanding of the 
c ha r a c t er of Di o n An tho n y an d W i I I i am Brown i n th e p I a y • I n 
i n t r o v er s i on t h e ca u s e i s a t u r n i n g I n w a r d of t he I i b i do w h er e-
by interest does not move toward the object but recedes from 
the subject. The individual may appear different in social 
s i tu at ions t h an he act u a I I y i s i n h I s an i mus • 1 I Through h i s 
mo r e o r I es s comp I e t e I d en t i f i c a t i on w i t h t h e a t t i t u d e of t h e 
mom en t , he a t I e a s t d e c e i v es o t h er s , a n d a I s o o f t en h i m s e I f , 
as to his real character. He puts on a mask, which he knows 
corresponds with his conscious intentions, while it also meets 
with the requirements and opinions of his environment, so that 
first one motive and then another is in the ascendant. The 
mask, namely the~ hoc adopted attitude, is called the persona, 
which was the same designation given to the mask worn by the 
actors of antiquity. In the extrovert there is a tendency to-
ward a one- s i de d n es s of a tt i t u de c au s e d b v th e co n t r o I I i n g 
power of the objective factor in the course of psychic events. 
The extroverted type is constantly tempted to give hirrself away 
in favor of the object, and to assimilate his subject to the 
object. The unconscious claims of the extroverted type have 
an essentially primitive, infantile, and egotistical character. 12 
· . 
11carl Jung, Psycholgical Tyres, trans. H. G. Baynes 
!New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co.,933), P• 589. Jung 
equates animus essentially to soul or personality. It also · 
I n co r po r a t e s w i t h i n i t t h e th. e o r y o f s p I i t o r d i v i de d per s o n a I i t y . 
12 1bid., PP• 412-518. 
o..c. 
T h e · i m po r t a n c e of 0 'Ne i I I ' s d r am a t i c u s e o f J u n g t an 
theory becomes apparent with a study of the characters in the 
play. Dion Anthony is a symbol of the introvert and Wi 11 i am 
Brown of the extrovert. There seems no doubt that the play 
concerns man's attempts to reconcile his limitations with his 
amb I t ions a I I t he w hi I e that he i s at tempt I n g to pursue h i s 
s ea r c h for th e Go d h ea d - - ma I e or fem a I e • I t i s I i t t I e 
wonder at O'Neil I's di lemma when he learns from Jung that the 
Go d h e ad i s e s s e n t i a I I y f em i n i n e • I 3 
To dramatize his concept then of divided man -- or 
man divided within himself -- G'Neill once again was willing 
to experiment bol di y within the th eat er. He fitted his cha-
racters with symbclic masks of their personalities that they 
take on and off at will in the most complex fashions. O'Neill 
knew of course the use of the mask in the Greek theater just 
as he knew of Gordon Craig's successful use of it. Actually 
O'Neil I, Kenneth Macgowan, and Robert E. Jones had used masks 
at Provincetown in stagingThe Spook Sonata. The Fifth Avenue 
scene i n The Hai r y Ape had been done w i th mas ks , and a mas k e d 
chorus of six old sailors appeared as drowned men pantomiming 
the story in 0 1Neill's version of S. T. Coleridge's Ancient 
Ma r I n er i n I 92 4 • I 4 He u s e d ma s ks f o r De a t h I n t h e de I u s i o n s 
of Juan Ponce de Leon in The Fountain, and in All God's Chi I-
- -
fun Got Wings the Congo mask appears as an omnipresent symbol 
of the Negro race. 
l3Sievers, P• 133. 
14 Ge lb, P• 546. 
In short, O'Neill knew the limited uses to which 
masks had been put in the drama, but dramatic inventive-
ness is 0'Neill 1 s claim to fame. He envisioned the mask as 
a means of getting at the inner reality of character. fu 
Great God Brown then is a movement toward discovery, revelation, 
or both -- it Is a movement of characters toward discovery 
of whatever position they must take toward the fundamental 
problems of existence. 
O'Neill believed that while man lived he was always 
on trial and that much of his suffering was due to his own 
will toward self-torture.IS Just how much of this thought 
was subscribed to the Nietzschean-Jungian thesis is immaterial; 
from the artistic.point of view he used .. it imaginatively to 
create four maj.or characters who in fu.Great God Brown would 
themselves become.al.most.pure symbols and whose symbolic ac-
tions would ill.ustrate .. the myriad themes inv.olved.with birth, 
life, and death: Dion Anthony, William A. Brown, Margaret, 
and Cybe I. 
Using setting in a symbolic manner more delicately 
than he ever had before to illustrate his major themes, O'Neill 
in four acts (eleven scenes>, a prologue, and an epilogue de-
lineates some eighteen years In the lives of his characters. 
In the Prologue Billy Brown and Dion Anthony appear with their 
parents (who never wear masks), celebrating their graduation 
from high school, along with Margaret with whom both b.ovs are 
in love. The scene is a casino on the ocean in a night in 
IS Engel, P• ISS. 
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June. The sta~e setting for this scene is that of a square· 
with one side open to the audience. On either side are Billy's 
mother sitting on a bench and his father standing. Billy tun• 
ma s k e d ) s t a nds f a c i n g t hem 11 I i k e a p r i s o n er a t t h e b a r , f a c i n g 
the judge. 111 6 The square is a symbolic court in which value 
judgments are being made. Mr. Brown, a victim of material-
istic ambitions for hi:nself and his son symbolizes all fathers 
caught up in a materialistic world as he lectures Billy about 
go i n g to co I I e g e t o s t u d y arc h i t e c t u r e so t h a • h e c an r et u r n 
to the contracting business owned by him and his partner Mr. 
An t ho n y. Th e d e c 1 s i o n I s r ender e d an d t he judgment made • 
Billy will go to college and like the all-American, dutiful 
son he wi I I be molded In the image of his middle-class, 
material is tic father and spend the rest of his llfe trying 
to find his Identity. Mrs. Brown is a symbol of all meek and 
shadowy wives transferring affeetions to a son instead of to 
a too busy husband. She sits in the pale moonlight reminiscing, 
thinking how' much colder the nights are now than they used to 
be. Moonlight and lapping waves symbolize memory to her, and 
her judgment is that somehow life has failed her. This court-
room s e t t I n g a n d s om e k i n d of j u d gm e n t w i II b e r e p eat e d I n 
every scene in the play. 
As the Browns move off stage a completely balanced 
scene begins as Dion Anthony appears with his mother and father. 
They differ in many respects from the Browns; yet In others 
they could be the same characters. Dion moves In restless, 
16ptays, Ill, 258. 
nervous movements and his face is masked -- the first stage· 
prop mask in the play. The mask is a 0 fixed forcing of his 
own face -- dark, spiritual, poetic, passionately supersen-
sitive, helplessly unprotected in its childlike, religious 
faith in life -- into the expression of a mocking, reckless, 
defiant, gayly scoffing and sensual young Pan.tt17 Dion too 
says that Mr. Anthony is his father and that he only imagines 
h~ is God the Father. His future too is on trial as he 
stands mockingly confronting his father the judge. Mr. An-
thony symbolizes al I fathers who have made their own way up 
t h e h a r d r o ad o f k ri o c k s an d i n s i s t t h at t h e i r c h i I d r en do 
likewise. It is only when Mrs. Anthony tells him that Billy 
is going to college to study archi~ecture that he In his 
jealous and competitive spirit insists that Dion wil I go and 
become a better architect than Billy Brown. Realizing that 
his desire to paint can never be fulfi I led, Dion thanks his 
father "for the opportunity to create myself -- in my mother's 
image, so she may feel her life comfortably concluded.nl8 
Mrs. Anthony is lying to herself when she says he will make 
a wonderful architect because he paints such splendid pic-
tures. Mrs. Anthony reminisces that the moonlight used to 
be warmer and June is now cold. They stare dumbly at him: 
there can never be any communication in a world in which ar-
tistic creativity is denied. 
Resenting what his parents symbolize, Dion fr.o,n.l~cal ly 
: .. 
17 Plays, Ill, 260. 
I BI bid., p. 261 • 
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says that he is their "identical" son. Laughing with 
abandon, he cuts a grotesque caper suggesting that they play 
hide and seek. "Seek the monkey in the moon." 19 The sym-
bo I I c th em e I s s tat ed: p eo p I e p I a y h i de and seek w i th one 
another's lives and the grotesque image of the moon is an 
image of himself. He says to Margaret at the end of the Pro-
logue: "Watch the monkey in the moon! See him dance I His 
tale ls a piece of string that was left when he broke lcose 
from Jehovah and ran away to join Charley Dar~ln's circus.«20 
Billy Brown (unmasked) appears with Margaret. As 
she enters she is wearing a mask that is an exact almost 
transparent reproduction of her own features, "but giving 
her the abstract quality of a Girl instead of the individual, 
Margaret. 11 21 She looks up at the moon that symbolizes Dion 
to her and takes off her mask. She speaks only of Dion, of 
how beautifully he writes poetry and plays, and how wel I he 
sings and dances. Rejecting Billy's declarations of love, 
she puts on her mask and goes to the dock. She says that 
Dion is the moon and that she is the sea. 11 1 want to feel 
the moon kissing the sea. want Dion to I eave the. sky to me. 
I want the tides of my blood to leave my heart and for low htm. 11 22 
She envisions herself as Dion's wife, but she sees him only as 
h e r I i tt I e bo y, h e r b ab y. 
19P I avs, I I I , 262. 
' '·-.. 
20 tbtd., P• 268. 
21 Ibid., P• 262. 
22 tbtd., P• 264. 
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As B i I I y I e a v e s , D i o n e n t e r s an d f I i n gs h i ms e I f o n . 
a bench and slowly takes off his mask. His real face is re-
v ea I ed i n t h e moon I i g h t , s h r i n k i n g, s h y an d g en t I e, f u I I of 
a deep sadness. Having removed the mask that symbolized the 
face he showed to the world, he is now able to speak from the 
depths of his being. "Why must I pretend to scorn in order 
to p i t y i Why mus t I I i v e i n a c age I i k e a c r i m I n a I , defy i n g 
and hating, I who love peace and friendship? Why was I born 
wl thout a skin, 0 God, that I must wear armor.in order to 
touch or be touched? 112 3 Bi I ly approaches him to tel I him 
a bo u t Mar g a r e t 1 s f e e I i n g s • E n v i o u s a n d a I w a y s i n aw e o f D i o n , 
Bi 11 y good natured I y congratul cltes Dion; but Dion rep Ii es that 
if Bi I Iv could really know Dion he would despise him. (When 
t h a t f I n a I r e cog n l t i on o cc u r s i n Ac t I I , w h e n B i I I y s e es t h e 
face of the dying Dion, it turns out Dion's prediction was 
correct.) 
Margaret appears with her mask in her hand, but when 
she sees Dion unmasked she screams and puts on her mask: she 
can not bear to look on Dion's face. A dark cloud passes over 
the moon as in despair Dion says, "Cover your nakedness! learn 
to lie. 11 24 Quietly and bitterly he puts on his mask and tells 
Margaret that he wil I never let her see his real face again. 
He do es not. 
Seven years later, married to Margaret and with three 
children Dion is seen reading from the New Testament, his mask 
23Plays, 111, 264-265. 
24 , bid.' p. 26 7. 
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hanging on his chest. As indicated by 0'Nei 11, the I iv Ing 
room Is typical of one that all Margarets would decorate. 
D i o n ' s r ea I f a c e h as a g e d g r ea t I y, gr o w n mo r e s t r a I n e d a n d 
to r t u r e d, bu t a t t h e s am e t i me, i n some w a y, mo re s e I f I es s 
and ascetic, more fixed in Its ruolute withdrawal from life. 
The mask too has changed: It is older, more defiant and mock-
i n g, i t s s n e e r mo r e f or c e d a n d b I t t e r , i t s P a n q u a I i t y b e-
c om in g Mephistophelean. Already it has begun to show the 
ravages of dissipation. These changes are reflected in the 
words he reads from the Bible. "Come unto me all ye who are 
h e av y I a den a n d I w l I I g i v e yo u , r es t • "2 5 H e s t a r e s be f o r e 
him and says that he is wi 11 ing to come but he can't find the 
Savior. Religion too has failed to sustain him durin9 thue 
seven years in which his parents have died, he has sold the 
businus to Brown, he has become an alcoholic, and a gambler. 
'YI h en h e r e p I a c es t h e mask a s Mar gar et c om es i n, h e mo c k i n g I y 
can say to hell with old Mama Christianity. Margaret has made 
D i o n e v en mo r e h e I p I e s s t h an h e r ch i I d , a n d as t h e y s p e a k t o 
each other in the third person it becomes apparent just how 
far apart they have become. 11 1 love Margaret, I don't know 
who my wife is. 026 "I'm a lonely man," he says, 11 1 can't go 
back! have conceived myself,n27 as he said in the Prologue. 
H av i n g f a i I e d as a f a t h e r , h u s b a n d, an d a r t I s t D l o n 
humi I iatingly accepts work in Brown's thriving architectural 
25 Plays, I I I, 269. 
261 bid.' P• 286. 
27 1bid., P• 292. 
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firm, a symbol of all his worldly success and a symbol ·Of 
Dion's failure. Asking Brown if he could work at his father's 
old desk, he says he would like to sit where his father spun 
what he had spent. The poignancy of the symbolic search for 
the father is very moving as Dion (without mask) says what 
aliens they were to each other. When his father lay dead 
he looked at his face and wonc:ered where he had met that man 
before. It must have been only at the second of his concep-
tion, because after that they grew hostile with concealed 
shame. Nor could he know his mother. He remembered her as 
a sweet, strange girl with affectionate and bewildered eyes 
as if God had locked her in a dark closet without any explana-
ti on. 
I was the sole doll our ogre, her husband, 
a I I owe d h er an d s h e p I a ye d mo th er a n d c h i I d w i th 
me for many years in that house until at last 
th r o u g h two t ear s I w a t ch e d h er di e w i th t he s h y 
pride of one who has lengthened her dress and put 
up her hair • And I f e I t I i k e a forsaken toy and 
cried to be buried with her, because her hands alone 
. had.caressed without clawing. She I lved long and 
aged greatly in the two days before they closed her 
coffin. The last time I looked, her purity had 
forgotten me, she was stainless and imperishable, 
and I knew my sobs were ugly and meaningless to 
her virginity; so I shrank away, back into life, 
w i t h n .a k e d n e r v es j ump i n g I i k e f I ea s , a n d · 1 n du e 
course of nature another girl cal led me her boy in 
the moon and married me and became three mothers 
I n one person, w h i I e I go t pa i n t on my paws i n an 
endeavor to see God! But that ancient Humorist 
had given me weak eves, so now I'll have to fore-
swear my quest for Him and go in for the Omni-
p r es e n t Su cc e ss fu I S er i o u s 0 n e, th e Gr eat God Mr • 
Brown, inst ead.28 
However, Dion does not give up the quest during the 
next seven years tn which he has become a successful drafts-
2 8 Plays, Ill, 282. 
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man. He is dying physfcal ly of acute alcoholism at the same 
time that he is becoming more spiritual and ascetic. He can 
now read from Thomas A. Kempis' Imitation of Christ like a 
priest offering up prayers for the dying. The essence of 
what he reads is how to give up the world by dying so that 
one can learn to I ive with Christ. Just as his real face be-
e om es mo r e s ym bo I i c a I I y s a i n t I I k e , h i s m as k t a k es o n a t e r r i b I e 
de at h I i k e i n ten s i t y, i t s mo c k i n g i r on y be com i n g c rue I I y ma I r g-
n a n t so as t o g i v e t h e a pp e a r a n c e o f a r e a I demo n , a s ym-
b o I ic Mephistooheles. 
With destructive malevolence Dion can accuse Brown 
of s tea Ii ng away his creative I ife. "One day when I was four 
years old, a boy sneaked up behind when I was drawing a pic• 
ture in the sand he couldn't draw and hit me on the head with 
a stick and kicked out my picture and laughed when I cried.tt29 
Dion had loved and trusted Bl lly completely, and suddenly 
through Billy's action the good God had been disproved and 
the evil and Injustice of man was born. Dion became silent 
for life and developed the mask of Pan in which to live and 
rebel against the other boy's God and protect himself from 
His cruelty. When Pan as a symbol of free and uninhibited 
c r eat i v I t y w a s for b i dd en 11 t h e I i g h t an d w a rm t h of t h e s u n, 11 
he grew sensitive and self-conscious and proud and revenge-
ful -- and became the symbol of the Prince of Darkness. 
Confronting Brown with these accusations, he tells 
Brown to look into the mirror. When he does, Brown s~es the 
29p I a vs, I I I , 295. 
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masked face of Dion. As Dion dies he tel Is Brown: "I'm 
done. My heart, not Brown -- my last will and testament! 
I leave Dion Anthony to William Brown -- for him to love and 
obey -- for him to become me __ n30 As he is dying his mask 
falls off and his face Is that of a Christian martyr. He be-
gl ns to pr av: Our Father who art in Heaven. • • • Brown can 
now s e e D i o n ' s r e a I f ace a n d h e d e s p i s es I t • 
Perheps Dion's final unmasking as Richard Sogliuzzo 
s u g g e s t s s ym bo I i z es t h e f a I I of mo d e r n ma n p I e a d i n g w e a k I y 
for an Intense belief in anything.JI Dion's very name sug-
gests his complexity as a symbol. As Dionysus he is a symbol 
of man's understanding that he Is part of nature and nature 
is part of him. The god who Is dismembered and reborn trr-
umphantly is a projection of the world In which man's life 
Is fragmentary, alienated on the surface. Only at supreme. 
moments does he feel the painful joy of reintegration with 
nature. As O'Neill said in a letter to the Evening .E2.!J.1 
Dion Anthony represents Dionysus and St. Anthony, the crea-
tive pagan acceptance of life, fighting an eternal war with 
the mas o ch i s t i c, I i f e-d en y i n g s pi r i t of Ch r i s t i an i t y as re.-
presented by St. Anthony. The whole struggle results in 
t h i s moder n d a y i n mu t u a I e x h au s t I o n - - c r ea t I v e j o y I n I i f e 
f o r I i f e ' s s a k e f r u s t r a t e d, r e n de r e d a bo r t i v e, d I s to r t e d by 
morality from Pan into Satan into a Mephistopheles mocking 
30p I a ys, I I I, 299 • 
31A. Richard Sogl iuzzo, "The Uses oft he Mask In The 
Great God Brown and Six Characters in Search of an Author,ir--
E du c at TOil a I T h ea t r e 10u r n a I , I B, ( 1966 ) , p. 2~. -
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himself In order to feel alive. Christianity, once heroic 
in martyrs for its intense faith, now must plead weakly for 
an intense belief in anything, even the Godhead ltself.32 
O'Neill makes it quite clear that he intended Dion Anthony 
as a symbol representing the perpetual conflict between a 
pagan acceptance of life and Christian masochism, the whole 
struggle resulting in exhaustion and frustration. 
For love of Margaret and perhaps hatred of Dion, 
William A. Brown puts on the mask of Dion Anthony -- for the 
first time in the play Brown puts on a mas·k: symbolically 
not his own. In so doing he becomes symbolicai ly the alter 
ego of Dion; and as his own face reveals when he removes the 
mask of Dion, he is tortured and driven by the demon of Dion's 
mask. In assuming the role of husband-father to Margaret and 
her three boys, './l!lliam A. Brown is a success, and at last 
he has achieved revenge on Dion for an unconscious hatred 
that Brown had always harbored. forced Into the role of the 
all-American.materialistically successful boy by his family, 
Billy Brown envies Dion's Pan, his creative abilities and 
Ma r gar e t -- I n s ho r t , D i o n 1 s t a I en t a n d I i f e • As a s u cc es s -
ful materialist Wi II iam A. Brown thinks that he can buy any• 
Hing from creature comforts to love. As amatter of fact,·he 
has bought love from the prostitute Cybel -- Dion's only 
friend -- for some fourteen years. 
As conflicting pers.onalities ijrown Is not aware that 
in putting on the mask of Dion Anthony he is assuming the 
32 Engel, P• 154. 
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res pons i b I I i t i es of t he a go n i es of D ton -a r t i s t -Pan 1 s dark 
night of the soul. In that he can never admit his guilt in 
destroying Dion's picture in the sand -- and hence symbolical Iv 
the artistic creative ability of man -- he must become goodman 
Brown.33 Yet wearing Dion's mask now he becomes Pan and ca-
vorts grotesquely like a goat as he laughingly mocks those 
material things which he had formerly worshipped. Without 
the mask, however, his face has become sick, ghastly, hol-
low-cheeked, tortured, and feverish; Dion's demon has sub-
jected him to Mephistophelean horror. In tragical irony 
Brown says to his draftsmen: "This is Daddy 1 s'bedtime secret 
for today: Man is born broken. He lives by mending. The 
grace of God is glue. 11 34 
Just as Dion at the point of death becomes more St. 
Anthony than he did Dionysus, so does Brown find some sal-
vat ion from the tragedy of living. Having been accused of 
the murder of Dion Anthony, Brown is suffering the agonies 
of the damned. Naked except for a white cloth around his 
loins he cries to heaven for mercy; he receives only a bul-
let from the pol ice. Cybel has come too late to warn him. 
In her embrace Brown dies as he finds God the Father. When 
the police ask Cybel whom they have shot~ her reply is Man.· 
O'Nei 11 said of Brown in the same Post I etter that 
-
Brown symbol lzed the vlsionless demigod of our new mate.rial istic 
33Skinner, P• 71. 
34Plays, I II, 318. 
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myth -- a success -- building his life of exterior things, 
inwardly empty and resourceless, an uncreative creature of 
superficial preordained social grooves. He was a by-product 
forced as Ide into s I ack waters by deep mai ncurrents of I ife-
des ire. Brown certainly had always envied the creative life 
force in Dion -- what he himself lacks. He steals Dion's mask 
-- which to him symbolizes the creative I ife -- but he is 
really stealing that creative power which has been made des-
tructive by frustration. He is destroyed because he Is forced 
to wear the mask of his own Success, William A. Brown, toward 
the world as well as the mask of Dion to his wlfe and chil-
dren. He thus becomes not himself to anyone. 
When Margaret appeared fort he first time in the 
Prologue she was wearing a· mask that is an almost trans-
parent reproduction of her own features, but giving her the 
abstract quality of Girl. Throughout the play her mask changes 
very little until the end when it gradually assumes a quality 
of false happiness after the Dion-Brown transference at which 
point she wrongly thinks that she has at last achieved her 
go a I s i n I i f e : ch i I d r e n an d a s u c c es s f u I h u s b a n d • · . S k i n n e r 
thinks of her as a symbol of possession,35 Frederic Carpenter 
sees her as Margaret in Faust,36 and Engel suggests that she 
is the eternal glrl-woman.37 She symbolizes al I of these and 
more. Perhaps even more strongly she is a symbol of Woman who 
35Skinner, P• 177. 
36carpenter, P• 112. 
37Engel, P• 158. 
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with a kind of virtuous simplicity of instinct Is oblivious· 
to everything but the means to her end of maintaining the 
race. To achieve these ends she wi 11 destroy anyone and any• 
thing that threatens her. She marries Dion fully aware that 
forcing him to conform to the convention of marriage and duty 
wi I I destroy him. She is a liar both to herself and to others. 
T h e mas k th a t s h e s h ow s to t h e wo r I d i n d i c a t es t h a t D i on i s 
a good painter, and adoring father; and she refuses to ac-
knowledge the existence of Cybel, the prostitute who had spi-
ritually sustained Dion for the last years of his life. 
The Epilogue Is an exact duplication of the Prologue, 
and in it Margaret appears four years later afteT the death of 
Dion and murder of Brown wearing the symbolic mask of the 
proud Mother. She has metamorphosed Into a duplication of 
Mrs. Anthony and Mrs. Brown in the first scene. Even her 
dialogue is a repetition: the June nights are colder now 
than they used to be when she went swimming in the moon I lght. 
She I oo k s up· a t t he moon, s t i I I a s ym bo I of Dion, w i th a w i s t-
f u I, resigned sweetness. She says that she is the same Mar• 
garet: there seems to have been little self-discovery and 
revelation in her 1 ife with Dion or with Brown. The same 
moon res ts in the same sea, and she st i 11 wants the moon to 
leave the sky for her; ft did and she destroyed its light. 
Dion will sleep in the tides of her heart forever as her 
husband, lover, child. 
Margaret's counterpart or alter ego is Cybel. Seven 
years after his marrlaqe Dion finds himself awakening from 
a hard drunk in the parlor of a strong, calm, sensual blonde 
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girl of about twenty. She is healthy, ful I-breasted, wide-· 
hipped; and her movements are slow and languorous like those 
of an animal. Her eyes are dreamy with the reflected stirring 
of profound inst lncts. She chews gum lilce a sacr·ed cow and 
time with her ls eternal. Neither she nor Dion wears a mas le 
when they are together. 
With her mask on Cybel becomes the rouged and eye-
blackened, hardened prostitute that is reflected In her sur-
roundings. Again O'Nei 11 has used the phys lcal setting to 
complement symbolical Iv both character and theme. In the 
p a r I or ar e a n i c k e I p I a ye r - p i a no, a d i r t y g i I t s econ d h a n d 
sofa, a baldspotted crimson plush chair. The wal I paper Is 
cheap and old with a design resembling a fallow field in 
the spring. There Is a cheap alarm clock on top of the piano, 
a constant reminder of her trade. 
Without her mask Cybel symbolizes the Mother of Gods 
and the Asiatic goddess of fertility. O'Neill all too fre-
quently refers to her as Mother Earth, sacred cow, and Mother. 
She is also a symbol of pure paganism that Is natural, in-
s t i n c t t v e, and n a i v e; a nd a t t he s am e t i me s h e i s a s ym bo I of 
regeneration. Dion can talk only to her without his mask; 
a n d t h e i r co n v er s at i on s y m bo J l z e s t h e mo s t p r of o u n d I e v e I o f 
human understanding, the first step toward spiritual ful-
fi 1 lment.38 Their talks of love, I lfe, and death suggest that 
lives go on in cyclic processes; and Margaret's soliloquy at 
the end of the, play when she says that after a thousan.d lives 
3~Sogliuz 2 o, P• 225. 
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one's eyes begin to open suggests a similar thing. 
As the great spiritual Mother it is Cybel who sym• 
bo I i c a I I y tu c ks D i on i n to bed f o r h i s I as t s I e e p I n t h e s am e 
way that the dying Brown can nestle in her arms as he too cal Is 
her Mother. At the moment of Brown's death she stands like 
an "idol of Earthn39 stating the essential meaning of the play: 
"Always spring comes again bearing life ••• summer, fall and 
death and peace again! -- But always, always, love and con-
ception and birth and pain agai.n -- spring bearing the In-
tolerable chalice of life again.n40 
In an essay of unmasking Inner realities 0 1Nelll 
has symbolically demonstrated the potent.ial polarities 
extrovert and introvert -- with al I Dion-Browns and 
Margaret-Cybels. Most important he has manifested the 
necessity in Every Man to unmask himself and others --
though often the unmasking produces tragic results of self-
revelatlon. 
39p1 ays, 111, 323. 
401bid~, P• a22. 
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COSMIC RHYTHMS 
Yes, our lives are merely strange 
interludes in the electrical display of 
God the Father!I 
O'Neil l's chief purpose in this play Strange 
Interlude was to get beneath the surface of things and to 
probe and expose the depths of his characters. Realism as 
a mere vehicle in such an attempt had never completely satis-
fied him. When he began to write this play he had seen a 
great deal of life, and he knew a great deal about people 
that he could not express solely through real ism. As Kenneth 
MacGowan said, it was O'Neil l's obsessing problem as an ar-
ti st to.drag these deeper meanings out of the souls of his 
characters and put them freely and clearly on the, $tage.2 
0'Nei 11 1 s experiments with the use of dialogue as 
symbolic expression that ultimately led to the use of the 
interior mon~logue in Strange Interlude began with the first 
of his sea plays, "Bound East for Cardiff." He began to 
work on the problem of presenting on stage more of .a man's 
inner consciousness than man could ordinarily reveal. In 
"Bound East for Cardiff, 11 O'Nei11 's method was to present 
his protagonist Yank as he lay dying. Thus in his delirium 
he relives and reveals much of his I ife through flashhacks 
presented in a kind of monologu•. In 11 The Empe~or Jones, 11 
I P I a y s , . I , I 99 • 
2Mtller, P• 450. 
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O'Neil I had to find a way to express the justification for 
a man's fleeing through the jungle in an attempt to save his 
I l f e c om f n g f a c e t o f ace w i t h i mag es s y m bo I i c of h i s who I e 
race. These terrible visions are realized when O'Neill has 
Brutus Jones, Negro, relive the terrors that must have passed 
through the minds of his ancestors in their first encounter 
w i t h t he s I av e s h i p s a s w e I I a s t h e i r w ho I e h i s t o r y of Co n go 
Voodoo. The method used here is both an oral and a visual 
one.3 
In order to permit Yank Smith, the stoker on a ship, 
to reveal his philosophy of brute labor and mechanics, O'Neill 
resorted wholly to symbol le expressionism in The Hairy Ape. 
Drunk or highly agitated, Yank is able to express his feel-
ing of not belonging by talking to himself. But as MacGowan 
points out, there was never the conflict of the speech of 
one man against another or the thought of one man against 
another. 4 The next major step in revealing the symbolic in-
ner character appears in "Welded." Here O'Nel 11 has two 
characters sitting side by side facing the audience. They 
stare straight ahead and ostensibly speak to each other, but 
they show by their tone that it is a thinking aloud to one-
self. Neither appears to hear what the other has said, but· 
the audience has.s The use of masks, soliloquy, and the 
third person in fu Great God Brown enabled O'Nei 11 to reveal 
3rtusanem, P• 208. 
4Miller, P• 451. 
5 Plays, 11, 452. 
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different facets of the mind that he had not been able ·to 
reveal before. 
The next step was Strange Interlude in which he was 
t o g i v e u s a n e w ki n d of s y m bo I i s m b y me an s o f t h e as i d e s o r 
interior monologues. 6 By means of conventional dialogue 
O'Nei 11 gives us the realistic aspects of his characters as 
well as the outward realistic talk they use. Then, between 
every pair or group of speeches he probed into the minds of 
his characters and had them reveal symbolically to the au-
d i e n c e t h r o u g h i n t e r i o r mo no I o g u e s w h a t t he i r c h a r a c t er s 
really were or what they really thought. O'Neill himself 
said of the method that it was 11 an attempt at a new masked 
psychological drama without masks. 11 7 A new and exciting 
kind of dialogue developed, because it was more than soliloquy 
and it more than revealed the thoughts of the characters who 
spoke it. 
In order to reveal the character's inner thoughts 
in his struggle with Fate, 0 1Nei I I uses the interior mono-
logue to symbolize the subconscious or suppressed, hence the 
re a I , nature of the person • Th i s rev e I at i on i s the. s u be on-
s c i o u s th o u g h t s of t h e c h ar a c t er · th a t h e d i d no t e v e n k now 
ex i s t e d • 8 u t w h e n t h e s e t ho u g h t s ar e r e v e a I e d , by t r a n s -
ferring subconscious thoughts into expression, they express 
the psychological impact of these feelings for the first time, 
both to the characters and to the audience. The device of 
6wi nth.er, Eugene O'Nei 11, p. 260. 
7Engel, p. 224. 
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interior dialogue has seven symbolic functional uses: ex-
position, often through the character's stream of conscious-
ness; the introduction of a character; to develop plot; to 
indicate some conflict between a character's spoken words and 
his thoughts; to indicate f luctuatfons within the mind of the 
s p e a k e r ; t o sh o w co n f I I c t s b e t we en I o v e a n d h a t e ; a n d t o m a k e 
statements to be heard only by the audience. 
These multiple uses of the Interior monologue func-
tion essentially to reveal the inner being, the real person, 
a symbol of which the outers elf can be only a part I al reflec-
tion. This statement can be made about any one of the nine 
characters and can be i I lustra ted in any scene in the pl av: 
therefore the experiment with a new dialogue of the unconscious. 
Essentially, however, 0 1 Neill's dramatic method of using svm-
bollsrfl remained the same as In previous plays: setting and 
character within this play, indicate an emphasis on the sym• 
bolic function of dialogue in revealing the deeper feelings 
that the characters uttering them without stage masks could 
either understand or not understand. 
O'Neil I is meticulous in the structuring ~f his play. 
There are nine acts and nine characters that symbolize the 
nine months of pregnancy of the protagonist Nina Leeds.8 
This pregnancy Is the focal point of the whole play. Nina 
dominates each act and the I ives of three men, Charles 
Marsden, Edmund Darrel I, and Sam Evans. Nina's relation-
ship with these three men reveals symbolically her search 
8cyrus Day, "The Iceman and the Bridegroom," 
~/iodern Drama, I, I (May 1958), P• 8. 
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for Man as father, lover, husband and child. Each act ·is 
v i rt u a I I y t he s am e I en gt h, a n d t he met hod of s tr u c tu r i n g 
within each act is identical, As each of the nine scenes 
opens a character appears engaged in an interior monologue 
i n d i c at i n g some I n n er or ex t e r n a I prob I em th a t s e ems s om eh ow 
solvable. However, by the end of that act Fate has inter-
vened and the problem has become even more complex. Such 
precise treatment of structure O'Neill contrasts with the 
chaos in the character's life symbolizing the futility of 
man's attempt to interfere with his Fate. The first 
character to appear in the first act of the play is Charles 
Mars den • By means of 0 1 Ne i I I ' s usu a I I on g s t age di rec t ions 
and the interior monologues a great deal is revealed of the 
Inner nature of Marsden that would not be revealed without 
them. Marsden enters the empty study of Professor Henry 
Leeds, who is a professor of classical literature at a smal I 
New Eng I a n d u n i v er s I t y. Th e s t age d i rec t i on s and the re a I i s t i c 
!outer) dialogue suggest that Marsden is a meticulous man, 
weak muscularly, a distinctly Anglicized New England gentle-
man with some indefinable feminine quality about hi!"• How-
ever, the inner monologue reveals through the character's 
stream of consciousness a great deal of the symbolic (inner) 
Marsden, at the same time that it relates the exposition of 
the f i rs t act • 
He looks around and reflects upon the Professor and 
the study which he cal ls the Sanctum Sanctorum. In the inner 
dialogue he goes on to say how perfectly it is the Professor's 
unique haven. The Professor lives in the past: he hasn't 
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changed or added a book In years. In effect, Marsden says 
of Professor Leeds that he is a prim New England~r meeting 
the Greeks. This room reveals Leeds' inner character when 
later on in the plot it is revealed that he is a snob con• 
cernlng the family of his daughter Nina's fiance. He is a 
very selfish man who would go to any lengths to keep his 
daughter from marriage and at home wl th him and who was even 
relieved at his wife's death. 
The monologue not only serves then to reveal some-
thing about the Professor, but also it introduces Charles 
Marsden's inner feelings about his own life and the reosons 
for his being what he is. Marsden had first come into Pro-
fessor Leeds' study with his father when the boy was only six 
year s o I d. He an d h i s fa th er never r ea I I y knew each o the r : 
what son ever really can he laments? The stage directions 
reveal that he is now a thirty-five year old writer who has 
just returned from three months in Europe. The interior mono-
logue reveals that he is a man bewildered by the memory of 
his bewildered suffering at the death of his father, a memory 
brought back now that he is standing in Professor Leeds', 
his surrogate father's, study. In this way is made clear the 
relationship of Professor Leeds and Charles Marsden, father 
image, teacher, friend. 
The conflicts within Marsden's mind are brought out 
when he says that he wi II not go to Europe again. As a writer 
he had gone there to write about the tragic aftermath of '•'Jlor Id 
War I • I t was a t as k too great for h i m. Now w a I k i n g a bo u t t he 
room a n d r e f I e c t i n g o n t h e t own t h a t I i es s o q u i e t I y a n d w h e r e 
IU4 
its people walk about so circumspectly in the afternoons, he: 
realizes that the town is really unaware of the chaos that 
had resulted from the war in Europe. To them it had been 
only a gentle interlude that they questioned In their lives. 
This is the first reference in the play to the title of the 
t rage dy • Wh at Mar s den doe s no t re a I i z e i s t h a t t he i n t er -
lude in the lives oft he characters Involved in the play wi 11 
certainly not be gentle and incidental, but rather an inter-
1 u de t n w h I ch ch ao t i c up he av a I s w i 11 occur i n t he I r I i v es • 
What Marsden does recognize somewhat perceptively, 
however, is that he was not the writer capable of compre-
h en d i n g an d prof o u n d I y w r i t i n g a bo u t r ea I s i t u at i o n s s u c h a s 
the war and real people in depth: he concludes that his novels 
are merely an excuse for weaving amusing words and hardly of 
cosmic Importance. 
The fluctuations within his mind appear immediately. 
He· says that there is a public to cherish his novels and that 
at I e as t h e i's no t o n e of t hos e moder n 11 s ex -yahoos • 11 He i n -
terrupts himself to say that he wi I I begin writing tomorrow. 
Sometime he would I ike to use the Professor in a novel -- and 
his agressive wife who used to boss him. But now it is Nina 
who bo s s es h i m ju s t as sh e ha s a I so b o s s e d Mar s den • \'</ i t h t h at 
memory he recal Is Gordon Shaw's being shot down just two days 
before the armistice. He wonders why he has never been in 
love with Nina and why his mother was so jealous of his con-
cern for Nina in the morbid state in which she has fallen 
agonizing over the fact that she did not give herself to 
Gordon on that last night before he left for the war and 
IV:> 
blaming the outworn code of honor that her father had used 
to persuade Gordon not to marry her. 
As Marsden's interior monologue continues he reveals 
that his sex I ife is "life among the phantoms." His con-
flicts between love and hate have been implied earlier be-
tween himself and his mother and his father and they, espe-
ci a I I y h i s po s s es s i v e mo t h e r, p a r t I y a r e to b I am e f o r Iv\ a r s d en ' s 
being able to say that such digging now on his part really 
gets one nowhere -- so sex can go to the Devil -- most people 
who are always concerned with it are ennuchs "parading with 
the phal lus. 11 The stage directions show that Marsden's face 
Is fi I led with pain and disgust, but the interior monologue 
continues to reveal the source of the conflict. At sixteen 
his pride in his manhood permitted him to be goaded into hav-
ing sex with a crude Italian prostitute. For a dollar he had 
proved his manhood and shamed and dirtied sex for all time. 
He felt that he had defiled himse.lf and his mother forever. 
Hi s i n t er i or ·mono I o gu e ends a s he t r i es to d i s mi s s t he i n-
c id en t from his mind as one experienced by any boy. Hence 
Marsden's interior monologue has served to introduce four 
characters -- Professor Leeds, Nina, Gordon Shaw, and Charles 
Marsden himself. At the same time it has functioned as a 
movement forward by introducing some of the themes that wi 11 
be developed in the play: Professor Leeds' relationship to 
his symbolic study and his relationship toward Nina and his 
role in preventing her marriage; Nina's present morbid feel-
ings of guilt; Marsden 1 s relationship with his father and 
later with his mother and the incident with the prostitute 
..... 
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that probably has prevented him from falling sexually fn love 
with Nina. More importantly, the Interior monologue is heard 
only by the audience, and the audience Is better able to see 
the symbolic Inner being of the character as contrasted with 
what he says in the realistic dialogue. 
In Strange Interlude there are six different stage 
sets, and two of them have important symbolic functions in 
supporting two of the pivotal themes of the play. In the 
first act O'Neill describes In detail by means of stage di-
rections and Interior monologues the study of Professor Henry 
Leeds. Professor Leeds is a teacher of Latin and Greek. His 
library reflects his philosophy of living: the walls are 
lined from floor to ceiling with glassed-in book shelves 
filled with old and rare volumes of the ancient classics in 
the original Greek and Latin. Many of them are first editions, 
and the most modern of them are by Thackeray. The room is a 
fortress against the present and a symbol of one who enjoys 
the safety of living in the past. from the security of such 
a v a n t a g e po I n t P r o f e s s o r L e eds I o o k s o n t h e w o r I d w I t h a 
superiority suggesting disdain, pity·, and even amusement.9 
The study then Is a symbo I of a theory of I I fe that 
has over the years moulded the life of his daughter Nina.10 
Nina has always wanted to be close to her father, but she was 
never al lowed to touch anything, not even could she touch her 
father in his escape from reality.II From her father Nina 
9 Plays, I, 3-4. 
10\Y;; nther, Eugene 0 1 Nei 11, P• 33. 
llp1ays, I, 27. 
IV/ 
learned al I about honor, morality: she learned to expect 
t h e i de a I , no t t h e r e a I i t y ar o u n d h er • So w h en s h e I e a r n s 
that it was her father who had appealed to the honor of her 
ftance Gordon Shaw not to marry her or to have sex with her 
on the i r I as t n I gh t toge t her b e fore he goes off a s a p I I o t 
I n Wo r I d War I she i s I n fur i at ed. '·Y/h en Gordon Sh aw was s h o·t 
down In flames to a fiery death, all men symbolically died 
for Nina.12 It is then with Nina's blaming her father for 
this death and her revenge on him that she begins in gul It 
and hatred a search to find expiation. This tragic symbolic 
search (a search disproving everything that her father had 
t au g h t h er ) i s one o f t h e i m po r tan t t lam u of t he p I a y. 
In Act II, one year later, Nina has returned from 
having completed nurse's training, to the study of her father 
who now ltu dead upstairs. 0 1 Neill's description of the 
study strongly suggests an even closer para I tel of Professor 
Leeds and the room. All of the shades the color of pale sk In 
are drawn, and the windows suggest lifeless closed eyu that 
make the room even more withdrawn from life than before. 13 
The search has made Nina even more bitter. During the year 
she had given herself indiscriminately to any man to whom 
she thought she could bring a moment's happiness. "Lie" and 
11 l i f e" are very much the s am e s he re a I i z es, I 4 and a I I her 
father's honor and morality have failed to. sustain her. 
I 2p I a ys, I , 2 7. 
13tbid., P• 24. 
141bid., P• 40. 
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Some fourteen months later the setting of Act .IV fs 
a g a i n t h e P r of e s so r ' s s t u dy • N i n a t n t h i s t i me h a s mar r i e d 
Sam Evans. Unsuccessful because of his inability to write 
good advertisement brought about by Nina's not lovlng him, 
Sam sf ts in the Professor's old chair. The room now reflects 
chaos. Professor Leeds' ghost still lingers about the room 
as symbols of the books that are now gray wt th dust and blurred 
in their cases. The table at which Sam Is working has become 
"neurotic,'' and also as a symbol of the Professor, wi 11 not 
tolerate on its top the mass of treatises dealing with how to 
improve the mind and how to be a success. Such crass material 
Is mixed with the Professor's books. They are helter skelter 
and they have no meaning.IS The effect is as if the whole 
meaning of the Professor's life had been completely destroyed. 
This is the last scene in the play in which the study 
Is used for a setting. However, attesting to its importance 
as a s ym b o I i c f u n c t I o n , I t i s u s e d i n t h e f i n a I a c h n I n e, a s 
a means of returning Nina to her past, of completing her search, 
and of assuring her some peace in her final declining years. 
Twenty years or so have elapsed. 
On the day of Sam's funeral Nina feels that her 
search Is over. She can be free to go back and live in her 
father's old home and rot in peace.16 With Charles Marsden 
her I lfe-long friend and conf ldant, now shortly to be her 
husband, she thinks that she can go back to the old days when 
I 5 P I a vs , I , 66 • 
161 bid., o. 191. 
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she was a ·gt·rl, when she was happy before she fell In love · 
with Gordon Shaw and 11 all this tangled mess of love and hate 
and pain and birth began!" 
The other sett in g t hat i s used s ymbo I i ca I I y I s t hat 
of the home of Nina's husband Sam Evans. It is located in 
upper s ta t e New Yo r k, and N I n a s e es i t on her f i r s t v i s I t 
therewith Sam. The house has the semblance of one of those 
attempts at Victorian grandeur, many large disproportionate 
rooms, porches, lightning rods, gingerbread: it is almost 
a mockery of the beautiful apple orchards surrounding It. 
Nina's home had been a symbol of ancient human valuu 
mo r a I I t y an d sob f i e t y • S am' s home by mean s of i t s i n h a -
bitants symbolizes the destruction that was brought about by 
a too ardent belief in the wages of sin. The setting Is the 
dining room of the house on the morning after Nina and Sam ac-
companied by Charles Marsden had arrived. The room is ugly. 
The stralghtbacked chairs are placed at intervals against the 
wal Is, as unbending as any Puritan that had 1 ived here. No 
sunlight can enter the room, so it Is dark and sickly just 
I ike its inhabitants. 
Nina feels that there Is something wrong with Its 
Psyche: It had lost its soul and grown resigned to doing 
w I thou t i t • The n I g ht before she had I a in awake f i n d I n g i t 
difficult to breathe. It was as if all the life In the air 
had long since been 11 exhausted in keeping the dying living a 
little longer.n17 Nina's feelings about the house are sub-
17 Plays, I, 49. 
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5 tantiated by the revelations about il~ fnhabitants that ~rs. 
Ev ans g i v es h er • T he h ou s e h as no s o u I be c au s e of a cu r s e on 
,the E\Canses: insanity. Sam's great grandfather, Qrandmother, 
and father had died in an asylum. Upstairs even now and un-
known to Sam -- as the whole past is -- is an aunt who Is In-
sane. During al I these years Mrs. Evans has kept from Sam al I 
of this knowledge. Sam's father went.~ad when Sam was eight, 
and all the time she had kept Sam in boarding school so that 
he would not know. 
Mrs • Ev ans th i n ks that Ni n a Io v es her son. I t f s 
imperative then that in order to maintain Sam's sanity she 
must not have a chi Id fathered by him. It had been Mrs. Evans' 
Puritanical fear oft he wrath of God that had prevented her 
from getting somebody else to sire a 'heaithy baby. When Nina 
tells her that she does not believe in God the Father, Mrs. 
E v a n s s a y s t h a t s h e do e s no t e i th e r , n o t a n y mo r e • S h e p I a n t s 
the idea of getting somebody else to sire her baby In Nina's 
m i n d. " 8 e I n g h ap p y, th at ' s t h e near e s t we c an e v er come to 
knowing what's good. 11 18 The rest is just talk. 
Mrs. Evans does not know thaJ.Nina has marr~ed Sam 
only to have a baby. Now Nina must abort, and once again she 
must lose her soul as she had when Gordon died. The Evans 
ho us e a c tu a I I y h ad s ym bo I i c a I I y c I a i med an o the r v i ct i m. So 
Nina's search for a father of the child she must have becomes 
another of the play's themes. 
Ni n a L e e d s do m i n a t e s e v er y o n e o f th e n i n e a c t s i n 
l8p1ays, I, 64. 
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t h e p I a y, and i n so do i n g, o n e mus t be co gen t I y aw a r e of h er 
surname. In seeking revenge on her father and in her deter-
ml nation to have a chi Id she wi II I ead a 11 of the other cha-
racters along with her in her search to recapture Gordon 
Shaw, who now has come to symbolize all men who have been in 
some way denied happiness because of some futile and wcrnout 
idea of honor and morality such as that In which Professor 
Leeds believed, just as she now thinks of herself as every 
woman who has denied happiness to the man she loved because 
of some false sense of honor. After much suffering, both 
s h e a n d Mr s • E v a n s c a n c o n c I u de t h a t Go d h a s no t do n e m u c h 
to reward them for goodness: instead it appears that he has 
punished them for loving too much.19 In this respect Strange 
I n t er I u de i s a mo r a I i t y p I ay or a t I ea s t a modern myth. 20 
0 1Nei 11 was a widely read man, and he gave serious 
a t t e n t i o n t o t h e t i t I e s o f a I I o f h i s p I a y s , mo s t of t h em 
reflecting In some manner the subjects they treated.21 He 
was acutely aware of the twenties as an interlude of the 
misdirected energies of the lost Generation. It was also an 
interlude of brilliant futility and confusion as one sees it 
depicted in such novels as The Great Gatsby and The~~ 
Rises. The interlu'cle signalized the loss of an age of tra-
ditional faith that paralleled in much.the same way the loss 
of an age of traditional faith that paralleled in much the 
I 9P I a y s, I, 64. 
20carpenter, p. 122. 
2 1Gelb 1 P• 119. 
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same way the' loss of faith in old morality symbolized both 
by the function of a code of honor to Professor Leeds and a 
decaying destructive Puritanism as wrongly practiced by Mrs. 
Evans. Both Nina and Charles Marsden wi I I attempt to define 
the interlude in their own lives and in those about them. 
Nina Leeds then is the central figure in this drama. 
She must be all things -- mother, mistress, wife -- to all 
men -- father, lover, husb'and -- the various functions of the 
male species as symbolized respectively by Professor Leeds 
and Charles Marsden; Edmund Darrel I and Gordon Shaw; and Sam 
Evans and young Gordon. 
N i n a b I am e s h er f a t h e r for t h e c au s e o f a I I h e r 
unhappiness, and this blame is extended even to God the Father 
because, being male, he would permit such suffering in this 
world. If God had been a woman she would have been more 
pitying of people. "The mistake began when God was created 
i n a m a I e i ma g e • • • • T h a t m a k e s I i f e s o p er v er t e d, a n d 
death so unnatural. We should have imagined life as created 
in the birth-pain of God the Mother. Then we would understand 
why we, Her children, have inherited pain, for we would know 
that our life's rhythm beats from Her great heart, torn with 
the agony of love and birth •••• Now wouldn't that be more 
I o g i c a I and s a t i sf y i n g t h a n h av i n g God a ma I e w hos e c h e s t 
thunders with egotism and is too hard for tired heads and 
thoroughly comfortless?" 22 Subconsciously then Nina wil I 
attempt to dominate and control the I Ives of the men in her 
22 PI ays, I, 42-43. 
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life because' only in making herself a kind of god can she 
account for the pain in her I ife. 
Her own father 1 s c hes t w as too hard for her to res t 
comfortably and securely on, and so even as a child Charles, 
Marsden became her substitute or symbolic father, particularly 
after she had banished Professor Leeds from her life because 
he had den i e d h er wo m ~ n I y f u I f i I Im en t as t he w i f e of Gordon 
Shaw. When she returns home for her father's funeral expe-
r i e n c i n g g r e a t r emo r s e f o r h e r s ex u a I pr om i s c u i t y a n d s t i I I 
searching for some way to know her father, she col lapses on 
Ma r s d en 1 s I a p an d b u r i e s h e r f a c e on h i s s ho u I de r j u s t a s s h e 
had done as a little girl.23 She is transported with ecstasy, 
but immediately she wants Marsden to punish her for having 
been such a bad girl with the soldiers at the convalescent 
hosp Ital. 11 1 've got to be punished, Chari ie, out of mercy 
f o r m e, so I c a n f o r g i v e mys e I f ! 11 2 4 
Marsden is unable to punish Nina; instead he advises 
her to marry young Sam Evans, at the advise of Nina's doctor. 
Nina says that she does not love Sam, and that Marsden sounds 
just like her father. It is true, because Professor Leeds had 
advised poorly in persuading Gordon not to marry Nina: Mars-
den1s advice wi 11 prove equcifty disastrous because there is in-
s an i t y i n th e f am i I y and Sam c a n no t g i v e h er a he a I t h y c h i I d • 
The conversation ends as Nina drops off to sleep saying, "Thank 
you, Father, You 1ve been so kind. 
23p I ays, I, 43. 
241bid., P• 44. 
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You've let me off too easily. 11 " 
I I 6t 
T h r o u g ho u t th e p I a y i t i s C h a r I e s Ma r s den who . i s 
Nina's confidant-confessor, playing the role of "good ole 
uncle Charlie," or "Fatner. 0 It is he who is concerned with 
Nina's well being in the different stages of her interlude 
w i t h S am E v an s , h er h us b a n d; E dm u n d Dar re I I , h er I o v er ( a s ym-
belie Gordon Shaw); and with Gordon Shaw Evans, her son by 
Edmund Darrel I; and Gordon's fiancee Madeline Arnold. So 
completely does he become the symbolic father that even his 
manner and speech become duplications of Professor Leeds. 
VI h en t he t w o a re w r i t i n g t he b i o graph y of Gordon Sh aw ( and 
the reason particularly for Professor Leeds' disapproval) 
Marsden can say that "· • • Nina \./rites of Gordon as if he 
had been a demi-god when actual Iv he came from the commonest 
26 
stock. 11 And seeing Sam writing advertisements in Professor 
Leeds.' study he can become squeamish as he moves in the same 
manner to the exact spots that Leeds had occupied: the tomb 
had been desecrated.27 
Nin~'s search 'to find peace and to find her symbolic 
father is terminated when she and Charles Marsden decide to 
marry after her husband's death and her son's engagement to 
be married to Madeline Arnold. They wi 11 be married tn the 
afternoon in a chapel covered with ivy "symbolical of the 
peace we have found.tt2B The cycle wi I I be completed when 
Marsden becomes her Father-husband and she can return to be-
i n g a I i tt I e g i r I a g a i n • To Marsden sh e s a y s , 11 Gordon i s dead, 
26Plays, I , 75. 
27tbid., P• 74. 
28 Ibid., P• 197. 
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Father. 1129 Marsden tel Is her that they wi II go to her. 
f at h er 1 s ho us e to I i v e be c au s e t h e me mo r y of h i s mo th er a n d 
of his sister Jane still lingers in his home. "So let's you 
and me forget the whole distressing episode, regard It as an 
Interlude, of trial and separation, say, in which our souls 
have been scraped clean of impure flesh and made worthy to 
bleach In peace."30 
In the same manner that Nina finds in Marsden the 
father-husband that she had failed to realize in Henry Leeds 
and Sam Evans, Marsden finds In Nina the vicarious mother-
wife that demanded only spiritual love. Charles Marsden 1 s 
aversion to sex is caused by his prudish mother and his hor-
rible experience with the prostitute. As a result his Psyche 
is shattered, and though he would I ike to love fully and com-
pletely, he can only sublimate. When he thinks of Nina sex-
ually his thoughts converge upon him with aversion: he hates 
Nina for her affairs with other men ---she is "the dirty 
little trollop."31 Yet he always thinks of her as a sex· ob-
ject, but In his gui It he wants to run home to mother. 
To Edmund Darrel I, Marsden Is "an old maid who se-
duces himself in his novels."32 To both Sam and Nina he is 
Un c I e Ch a r I i e w h o i s a I w a y s a bo u t a n d u n d e r f o o t • To h I m s e I f 
he is one 11 born afraid ••• afraid of myself •• • • I'm 
neither hated nor loved • • • I ' m I i k ed. 11 3 3 He s umm a r i z es 
2 9Plays, I , 199. 
30 Ibid., P• 199. 
31 Ibid., P• 45. 
32tbid., P• 76. 
331bid., P• 120. 
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his own flaw'when he says, "Not to be afraid of one's sha-
dow! ••• that must be the highest happiness of heaven I • 
Yet in the end he does have Nina as a symbolic mother-wife 
with no fear of .their having to have a sexual relationship. 
• • 
In their declining years they can find peace. However, Nina's 
final words in the play are "Thank you, Father -- have I been 
wickedi -- you're so good -- dear old Charlie!" Marsden is 
momentarily angry but concludes with a happy smile, 11 No, God 
bless dear old Chari ie ••• who, passed beyond desire, has 
al I the luck at I ast. 11 
Nina has not been able to find any solace from her 
gul It feelings about Gordon Shaw. If she had given herself 
to him she might at least have his child. So ft Is In such 
a mood of des pal r that her doctor Edmund Darrel I persuades her 
that she ought to get married and have a child, the one act 
that wi 11 save her from insanity. Nina needs someone to father 
h e r c h i I d, an d f o r th at r e as o n o n I y s h e a gr e e s to S am Ev a n s ' 
proposal of marriage. To her Sam himself is no .more than a 
symbolic baby whom she can mother until she has her own child. 
However, Nina's search to find happiness or at least some use-
ful function in I ife is once again destroyed when she learns 
t hat h av i n g a baby by Sam w o u I d be d i s as tr o us • Yet she f u I I y 
recognizes that Sam wi 11 always be her baby and that his hapf-
ness, success, and even his I ife wi II depend on the sacrifice 
that she must make: denying herself children, in other words, 
her own happiness. 
34Plays, I, 121. 
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Denied, then, her role of motherhood and bl amino 
'-
God the Father for making this mess and for her unhappiness,35 
Nina remembers the advice that Sam's mother gave her: to go 
out and pick a healthy male to breed with.36 The solution 
to this quest or problem comes with a visit by Edmund Darrel I. 
In a voice dull and monotonous and recalling the tone of Mrs. 
Evans, Nina tel Is Darrel I the whole story of her abortion. 
Then with faces resembling masks and reverting to thi"rd per-
son in their conversation, symbolic of the disinterested and 
scientific manner in which Nina's chi Id will be fathered, they 
d i s c u s s t h e po s s I b I I i t y o f D a r r e I I ' s f u n c t i o n i n g i n t h I s c a -
pacity. Nina is reluctant to participate in such an adul-
terous act, but Darrel I convinces her that they must have minds 
that are scientific and superior to the moral scruples that 
cause so much human blundering and misfortune. 
":ifith the fulfillment of their 'decision Nina assumes 
the role of mistress and Darrell that of her lover, neither 
re a I i z i n g t h at t he i r act i s go i n g t o ca us e bo th of th em a 
I lfe of unhappiness. In effect, Nina has been punished by 
attempting to have a baby by religion and by science. However 
there is a brief moment of happiness in her pregnancy and Nina 
can e qua t e hers e I f w i th God t he Mo the r • " • • • I fee I I i f e 
move within me, suspended in me • • • no whys matter • • • 
there is no why • • • I am a mo t h e r • • • God i s a Mo th er • 11 3 7 
35 Plays, I, 82. 
361 '.:>id.' p. 63. 
3 7 I b I d • , p • 92 • 
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That happiness is to be short lived: they fall in love.and 
Darrell runs away from Nina because he knows that her love 
w i I I des t r o y h i m. N i n a i n tu r n pr a y s : 11 0 Mot h er God, p I ea s e . 
let me hate hlm!"38 
She can not succeed, however, in hating him. He will 
run away from her only to return again and again. His career 
as a promising great scientist is literally destroyed and he 
deteriorates physically as a symbol of the destructive forces 
of Nina's possession. Nina blooms in the prospects of mother-
hood and because she has al I three of her men around her. The 
extent to which their lives are involved Is dramatlcaly ex• 
pressed by Nina when she says that "you're here, Chari le --
always! and you, Sam and Ned! Sit down, al I of you! Make 
yourselves at home! You are my three men! This is your home 
with mel You must all sit down and be very quiet. You must 
not w a ke ou r b ab y • "3 9 W h a t Ni n a s a y s i s s ym b o I i c a I I y t r u e 
because in her son Gordon Evans, Nina realizes fulfillment 
w i t h Go r don Sh aw t h r o u g h a k i n d of i mm a cu I a t e c o n c e p t I o n • Go r -
don Evans is symbolical Iv then the son of Gordon Shaw: by 
looking exactly I ike the elder Gordon, by acting just I ike him, 
and by fol lowing exactly in his footsteps. Darrel I tel Is Nina 
that he I s sure that Gordon i s not h i s son. n I was on I y a 
body to you. Your first Gordon used to come back to life. 
I was never more to you than a substitute for your dead lover! 
Gordon is really Gordon's son! 11 40 
38p1a~s, I , 108. 
391bid., p. 133. 
401bid., P• 174. 
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Nina again is right in her statement: they are her 
three men. Charles Marsden senses all of their relationships 
more deeply than the others. 
" • • 
• her three men! •• • • 
and we are! ••• Ii • • • yes, more deeply than either of 
the others ••• It 41 • In the bloom of her fulfl llment Mars-
den Is able to see in Nina strange and devious intuitions 
that tap the hidden currents of I ife, dark intermingling cur-
rents that become "the one stream of desire." "I feel, with 
regard to Nina, my I lfe queerly identified with Sam's and 
Darrell's. 
for her. 11 42 
• • her child is the child of our three loves 
Speaking as a symbol of the triumphant life Force 
Nin a says: "My three men! • • • I feel their desires con-
verge in me! ••• to form one complete beautiful male de• 
sire which I absorb • • • and am whole ••• they dissolve in 
me, their life is my life • • • am pregnant with the three! 
• • • husband! • • • lover! • •• father! •• • and the fourth 
man! • • • I i t t I e man l • • • I i t t I e Gordon • • • he is mine 
too! • • • that makes it perfect! ••• n43 The role that each 
man played symbolically in her life Nina emphatically makes 
as she says good night to them and leaves the room to go to 
bed. She kisses Sam affectionately on the cheek as she would 
a big brother or chi Id. Marsden she kisses d~ t I f u I I y on the 
cheek much as she WO u Id her father. She kisses Darrel I lov-
ingly on the Ii ps as she would her lover. 
4 1Plays, I ' 134. 
421bid., P• 135. 
431bld., P• 135. 
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At the end of the play Charles Marsden concludes 
in attempting to comfort Nina that she must forget the Gor-
don s a n d t he who I e d I s t r es s i n g e p I sod e i n w h i ch t hey h av e b e en 
involved: "regard it as an Interlude, of trial and preparation, 
say, In which our souls have been scraped clean of impure flesh 
and made worthy to bleach in peace."44 Nina can see their 
lives merely as strange dark interludes in the electrical dis-
play of God the Father. The symbolical meaning of her state-
m en t i s t h a t a t t h e e n d of t h e I i f e c y c I e of wo man t h e F a t h er 
God triumphs over the 1Vbther God. Nina st! 11 blames her father 
for the whole strange interlude in which their lives have 
become so intricately entangled, but at last after much pal n 
and s u ff er i n g sh e i s ab I e to f o r g I v e h l m. 11 And I f o r g l v e you, 
Father. It was all your fault in the beginning, wasn't iti 
You musn't ever meddle with human lives again.tt45 In the end 
all of these people try to find peace and forgetfulness or 
some kind of mystic release from the hostile realities of llfe. 
11We'l I pick flowers together in the aging afternoons of spring 
and summer, won't we? It wil I be a comfort to get home -- to 
be old and to be home again at last -- to be in love with peace 
,,46 together •••• 
The interior monologue -- a psychological mask --
h a s b e en e f f e c t i v e I y u s e d b y 0' Ne i I I i n t h i s p I a y t o ex po s e 
the inner and external lives of his charcicters, to develop 
44 P I a y s, I , 199. 
46 I b i d • , p • I 8 0. 
4 7 I b I d • , p • 2 00 • 
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plot, and ultimately to contrast the basic themes of th.e play, 
especially in revealing Nina's symbolic love-hate relation-
ships with the men in her I ife. 0 1 Nei 11 succeeded in reveal-
ing the psyches of his characters through this function of 
dialogue as effectively as he had done with the use oft he 
stage mask in earlier plays. 
VI 
THE HOUSE OF MIWMON 
Al I victory ends in the defeat 
of death.I 
The same method of interlude technique that 0'Nei 11 
had used in Stranae Interlude he had decided to use in Wourn-
.l.!!.g Becomes Electra as early as October of 1929, 11 afh;r much 
searching for new ways and means and styles. 11 2 The basic 
conception for his main characters was established and in 
spite of the play's classical derivation was to reveal the 
emotional fabric of the O'Neill family. 
Just when O'Neill first became acquainted with the 
Electra plays is not known. The fact is, however, that the 
idea for Electra had been incubating in his mind for several 
years; and as Arthur and Barbara Gelb point out, O'Nei 11 's 
emo t i o n a I I i f e du r i n g t h e I a t e t we n t i es w a s s e e t h i n g w i t h 
such pass ion 1 fr u s tr a t ion, g u i I t, mo u r n i n g, a n d r et r I but i on 
that he felt himself ready to treat such themes in a drama 
on a grand scale.3 
The tragic theme of the i I I-fated House of Atreus 
C ' 1\1 e i I I b e g a n t o f i t i n to h i s ow n s p e c i f i c f r am e of ref e r e n c e 
sometime in May of 1929 when he was I iving with his second 
wife at the Ch!teau de Plessis at St. Antoine du Rocher, 
about twenty-five miles from Tours. O'Neill was experiencing 
lpf ays, 11, 48. 
2Gelb, P• 722. 
31bid., P• 698. 
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the greatest of physical pain with his teeth and he wa~ feel-
ing great remorse over the relationship with his second wife 
Agnes Boulton and a kind of fear for the future happiness with 
his present wife Carlotta Monterey O'Nei II. To add to the 
gloom, the season was nasty and the ch3teau a I ittle over-
whelming to a man who had never known such splendor. In his 
conception of the trilogy Lavinia would symbolize In many ways 
O'Neill himself as she lost in quick succession her father, 
mother, and brother in the s;ame order that he had lost his 
ow n f am i I y • I n f a c t , l av I n I a s a y s a t t h e e n d o f t h e p I a y t h a t 
she wi I I lock herself away from the world and bind herself to 
the Mannon dead. So too O'Nel I I felt himself bound to and 
haunted by his own dead. Very shortly after Jamie, his bro-
ther's, death he was heard to cry out that he was the last 
of the 0 1 Nei I l~.4 
Ord i n a r i I v 0' Ne i I I was a q u i ck and fa c I I e w r i t er 
(although a careful rewriter tool,5 but the time and effort 
that went in"to the Electr,a trilogy as he originally entitled 
the piece were the greatest and strongest that he had ever 
expended on any play. Al though there is no reason to ·trac·e 
the evolution of Mourning Becomes Electra, 6 it is pertinent 
to note some of the stages of Its development in that they In-
dicate the agonies that O'Nei 11 was undergoing In solving the 
problems of setting, plot, and particularly character. Most 
4Gelb, P• 721. 
SHe wrote lb.! Hairy Ape In three weeks. 
6see Barrett H. Clark, !Ed.l, European Theories 
of the Drama. Rev. ed. rNew York: Crown, l947l. 
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of the correspondence an~ conversation during this period 
show him as "feeling more than a little washed up, 11 11 working 
s o damn e d h a r d a n d s t e ad i I y , 11 a n d a go n i z i n g o v er th e s o u I s of 
his characters. 0 7 _Working assiduously as he did, the sce-
nario for 11 Homecoming 11 was ready on 20 June 1929, "The Hunted" 
on 11 July, and in August 8 "The Haunted. 11 By 21 February 
1930 he had decided on the final title of his play, Mourning 
Becomes Erectra, and had finished the first draft. The most 
meaningful flaw of this draft was that the role of Adam Brant, 
the Aegisthus counterpart in the Greek trilogy, was hackneyed 
and thin. On II July 1930 the second draft was completed, 
a n d o f th i s w o r k h e s a i d t h a t i t w a s 11 ab o u t t h r e e mo n t h s o f 
the most concentrated work that he had ever done. 11 By this 
time he had decided that the dialogue was not to be 11 fn.terludian" 
and that the characters would definitely not wear stage masks. 
"There are plays," he said, 11 of direct passion 
and intensity, and involved, Inhibited cerebrations 
don't belong in them. I monkeyed around with schemes 
for dialogue and ideas for production until my head 
ach·ed -- but the story I had to tel I made al I such 
stuff seem futile and I finally settled down to the 
direct and least noticeable way, and I find I can 
get everything said about these characters' souls, 
hearts and loins that can be said. 11 9 
He had, however, decided on a more formalized and stylized 
s t r u c t u r e u t i I i z i n g a s h i p bo a r d s c e n e a t t h e c en t e r o f t h e 
w o r k t o s ym b o I i z e e s c a p e a n d r e I e a s e co n v e ye d by t h e s e a • 
In addition he would use as an underlying theme repeated 
7,vJi I I er, p. 69. 
8The day on which it was completed Is not clear. 
9Gelb, P• 723. 
r e fer enc es to t h e Sou t h Se a I s I a n d s as a s ym bo I o f · t h e . 
Mannons' yearning for the primitive mcther symbol. He would 
also Introduce the poignant theme of the chanty "Shenandoah" 
as a s ym bo I of t h wart e d hopes and des i res • I n th e t h i rd d r a f t 
that appeared on 16 September he had eliminated all the asides, 
most of the stylized sol i loc;uies, and almost al I the masks. 
The major changes in the fourth draft of 19 October were the 
convers ton of stylized so Ii loquy into straight forward di a-
logue, and the elimination of al I masks except those passions 
displayed through facial expressions. Throughout a11 the ver-
s i o n s l av i n i a b e c am e mo r e t h e c en t e r o f t h e t h i r d p I a y " T h e 
Haun t e d, 11 r at her t h an f o I I ow i n g the Gr eek v er s lo n I n w h i ch 
Orin, the counterpart of Orestes, is pursued to his fate and 
rescued finally by Athena. The fifth and final version ap-
peared on Z6 March 1930. Apparently the only other major 
c h an g e w a s t o a pp e a r i n Apr i I w he n h e c h a n g e d s c e n e s o n e a n d 
two of Act I. of 11 The Hunted 11 to Acts I and 11. According 
to actors he' rewrote up ts:> the opening night.lo 
O'Nei 11 's making Lavinia the central character in 
the p:ay is itself an interesting fact. In the spring of 1926 
0'Nei 11 had indicated that he wanted to create a modern psycho-
logical drama rooted in Greek legend, and he weighed the ad-
vantages of up-dating the Electra or the Medea tragedy. He 
wondered if it were possible to achieve any modern approxi-
mat ton of the Greek sense of fate into such a play in a time 
when an audience did not believe in divine retribution or 
IONo production script is avai I able • 
• 
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gods.II From such a statement as this, there seems no.dovbt 
of his intentions. 0 1 Nei 11 was fol lowing Aristotle's advice 
that the best tragedies were founded on the story of the fates 
of a few houses in successive generations such as Oedipus 
and Orestes, rather than on the fafes of individuals because 
he rejected the Medea idea and decided on the Electra.12 0'-
N e i II k n ew t h a t t h e · i n c i d en t s a n d p I o t a r e t h e en d of a I I 
tragedy, and that the end is the chief thing of all. He was 
also aware that the best tragedy should be arranged not on a 
s i mp I e, bu t o n a comp I ex p I an • I n t h i s i n s t a n c e mo s t c r i t i c s 
would agree that O'Nei II was eminently successful.13 How-
ever, this comple;< plan was achieved by basing his plot on 
Aeschylus' trilogy. O'Neill was dissatisfied with the treat-
ment of Electra by both Aeschylus and Sophocles. So by mat-
ing Lavinia the central character in the play, O'Nel II fol-
lowed Euri pi de$' treatment of EI ec t ra, thereby perfect Ing 
his plot and permitting him to complete the symbolic theme 
in which the' children are. subsumed into the roles of the par-
ents: just as the O'Nei 11 children are subsumed into the 
roles of their parents. 
The "Agamemnon" and 11 Homecomi ng 11 are concerned with 
situations that are alike.14 In Aeschulus' play Agamemnon 
returns home from the Trojan war to a wife who has been 
llGelb, P• 699. 
12Harry James Smith and Winfield Parks, The Great 
Critics (New York: I.YI. 'XI. Norton, 1951), p. 41. 
13Engel, P• 248. 
I 4c I ark, p. 127. 
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unfaithful to him. Her lover is Aegisthus, Agamemnon's. own· 
cousin. Clytemnestra murders him because he has sacrificed 
their daughter Iphigenia, because she loves Aegisthus, and 
because he has brought home a concubine. In the 0 1Nel 11 play 
Ezra Mannon returns from the Civi I war to his unfaithful wife 
Christine. She is having an affair with Captain Adam Brant, 
who is Ezra's cousin. Because she loves Brant and has always 
hated her husband, she ki I ls Ezra. 
Neither Electra nor Orestes has a place in the Greek 
play, and Orestes is scarcely mentioned; he is no more than 
an ominous note in a speech of Cassandra's and in one of the 
choral chants. In omitting Cassandra and Choruses (which wi II 
be discussed later), and in not using any parallel to the 
sacrifice of Iphigenia, O'Neill had to introduce some ma-
terial to substitute for those in the old story. And so to 
launch his bombardment symbolically against the House of 
At r e u s h e g av e to L av i n i a t h e comb i n e d s ym bo I i c an d d r a rn at i c 
functions of the prophetess, the avenger, Orestes, and the 
Choruses.IS No longer is Orestes the primary symbolic in-
s t rumen t of v en g ea n c e. I t i s L av i n i a w ho I ear n s t h_ e s tor y of 
the feud between Ezra's grandfather Abe and his brother David. 
Secause she is the product of combined hatred of her parents 
and their parents in turn, she can not rest until she has pur-
sued the gui ltv to their final punishment. She wl I I become 
God the judge and executioner. Just as in the Greek legend, 
one is never permitted to forget that because of the first 
sin of Thyestes and Atreus the gods have decreed and sought 
retribution and suffering from the guilty. 
ISEng~I, P• 247. 
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Orestes and Electra are introduced in the second 
play of the Greek trilogy, 0 The Libation-Bearers.u However, 
the role of Electra diminishes as Orestes undertakes to pur-
s u e h i s mot her and her I over. Ha v i n g cons u I t e d t he De I p h I c 
Oracle and having been told to punish the lovers, Orestes 
q u i c k I y k i I I s t hem • I mm e d i a t e I y h e i s p u r s u e d by t h e Fu r i es 
and is driven mad. The events in 0 1 Neill 1 s second play, "The 
Haunted," fairly well parallel the events in the Greek play. 
It is with the third play that 0 1 Nei 11 confronted a 
re a I I y s er i o us prob I em. No t wen t i et h c en tu r y au di enc e wo u I d 
have accepted or perhaps even have understood the philo-
s o p h I c a I n at u r e of a ma :'I ho u n de d by t h e f u r i es • No r w o u I d 
such an audience have accepted the artificial manner in which 
Orestes is finally absolved of guilt only after the interven-
tion of Athena. The conclusion of the play is really a glo~i-
f i c a t i o n o f At h e n s mo r e t h a n i t i s a I o g f c a I s o I u t i o n t o 
the crime of matricide justified or not justified under any 
circumstance~. The point. is that Aeschylus has sidestepped 
the issue and there is consequently a flaw in the plot. 
I n 11 T h e Hau n t e d" 0 1 Ne i I I s h i f t s a I I em p h a s i s o f h i s 
tragedy to Lavinia. She and Orin have just returned from a 
year's trip taken for the purpose of assuaging her grief and 
particularly that of Orin. Orin continues completely to de• 
t er i or a t e men t a I I y to t he ex ten t t h a t he mus t t hr ea t en Lav i n I a 
with exposure concerning their horrible crimes if she leaves 
him to marry Peter Niles. Lavinia forces Orin to suicide and 
moves Into the Mannon house to stay forever. 
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This then is the plot 11 ne of O'Nei II' s play, 
Mourning Becomes Electra, and in writing it as he did he was 
attempting to write a play that would be real and ~cceptable 
to a modern audience and af the same time permit him to com-
bine reality with the symbolic overtones in both his struc-
turing of the play and in the creation of character.16 
By t h i s t i me 0' Ne i I I h ad r ea c he d a p i n n a c I e i n h i s 
abl lity to blen·d his setting and his themes. There are se-
veral sets of symbols that he used in structuring his setting 
and they support and fuse into one another bri 11 iantly. The 
most striking and important symbol of the play is Mannon house 
i t s e I f. Ev en t h e a c t i on of th e s c en es t h ems e I v es a I t er n at e 
within and without the house, beginning on the exterior in 
Act I of "Homecoming" and moving inside in Act IV of "The 
H au n t e d • " Th i s i s t h e ho u s e t h a t w a s b u i I t by Ab e Ma n no n , 
whose very name and whose actions come to symbolize Mammon or 
materialism, when he forced his brother David and Marie Bran-
t6me to flee~ Marie Branf6me was a beautiful Canuck nurse 
who had come to the Mannon house to nurse a sick chi Id. David 
Mannon fel I in love wl th her and so did Abe. However, using 
t h e ex cu s e t h a t s h e i s be n e a t h t h em mo r a I I y Abe i n h I s j e a -
lousy and vengeance forces his brother to sel I his snare of 
the business and drives them out of the house.17 Subsequently 
through their appearance and in their actions al I of the wo-
men who come to Mannon house wi I I symbolical Iv become Marie 
16Skinner, P• 219. 
17Plays, 11, 25. 
Brant6me just as all of the Mannons symbolically become. old· 
Abe Mannon. 
As a result it had become a house where no love could 
dw e I I • I t was a b i g w h i t e Pu r i t a n ho u s e w i t h g r ea t w h I t· e 
columns whose shadows cast black bars on the gray wal Is be-
hind them. To Christine l'/'1annon it is a tomb to which she must 
return and can not even brighten with flowers from the green-
house. In Act I of 11 The Hunted" it becomes a strange white 
mask in the moonlight, the inside of which houses the murder-
ed body of Ezra Mannon no.w lying in state. There is rotting 
in the wal ls,18 and in the late afternoon when the sun is 
setting the windows take on a smouldering stare as of brood-
i n g and r e v en g e f u I eyes • I 9 To L av i n I a i t becomes t h e T e mp I e 
of Hate and Death where there can be no rest and in which she 
will shut herself ·away from the world of the outside and the 
I iv in g. 20 
The strict Puritan code, then, by which the Mannons 
pretended to, I ive and which they demand-ed in others is re-
f I e c t e d i n t h e ho u s e a s th e e p I to me of c o r r u p t f o n • 2 I I t f s 
a house that denied love. Even to Ezra Mannon it was a white 
temple of deatl:-i, a charnel house reminding him of the early 
white-washed Puritan church that he had attended as a boy in 
which he was taught that life began with dying, that even the 
18Plays, I I , 135. 
l91bid., P• 169. 
20tbid., P• I 71. 
21w1nther, Eugene O'Nei 11, P• so. 
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purpose of life was death.22 This house was a perversi.on of 
the Greek temple whose symbol was life, and it housed un-
natural passions that were fatally directed In such a way as 
to wreak ultimate destruction on all its inmates: David Mannon's 
suicide, Ezra's refusing Marie money and her subsequent star-
ving to death, Ezra's murder by Christine, Adam Brant's mur-
der by Orin and Lavinia, Christine's suicide, and Lavinia's 
doom to live alone in the house withou.t love. Such a house 
was Indeed a Puritan temple that wore a white mask to hide 
its black interior. 
To one s i de of t h i s ho us e s too d a t a I I pi n e t re e 
with a black, greenish trunk. It is the sun shining through 
the f:x)ughs In the late afternoon or the moonlight at night that 
causes the shadows on the house symbolizing prison. The 
crimson of the sun shining on the windows in the first act 
of "Homecoming" symbolizes the ensuing death of Ezra Mannon 
in the same wav that it does the spiritual death of Lavinia 
at the end of the play when she enters it for the last time. 
Moon I ight functions in a similar way. It symbcli~es shadows, 
the defeat of hope, ghosts, despair. It intensifie.s the eerie 
maskllke quality of the house, and Christine says that she 
h a t e s moo n I i g h t be c au s e i t m a k es e v er y t h i n g s o h au n t e d • 2 3 
The green of the grass, the green of the pine trunk, 
and the green shutters of the house were a I ine that bound 
the house and its inhabitants to the destructive qualit.ies of 
22 Plays, II, 54. 
23 1bld., P• 73. 
Nature. \1lhen Christine first appears in the play with .the 
flowers in her hands, she is wearing green just as Lavinia 
i n s ym bo I I c a I I y u s u r p i n g h e r mo t h e r ' s r o I e a f t e r h e r f I i n g 
in the islands sheds her severe black for her mother's green 
dress. Lest this green line symbolize comi:;lete and utter 
destruction of man by his fatalistic passions, O'Nei 11 has 
broken or at least weakened it by planting huge I ilac bushes 
on one side. Every character in the play at one time or a-
n o the r moves be h i n d or i n front of the s e f Io we r s • The s e I i I a c 
I e av es s ymb o I i z e h ea r t s , a n d t h e y a r e a mo n g t h e ear I i es t 
blooming of flowers. The irony of this recognition is that 
t h e a c t i o n of t hes e s c en es occur s i n Apr i I a n d ear I y s pr I n g, 
t h e s e a so n s ym b o I i z i n g r i tu a I i s t i c b i r t h • Ev e n t h e f I o we r s 
that Christine Is holding when she first is seen she has 
picked for Adam Brant, and they therefore symbolize natural 
love.24 The natives that Lavinia abandoned herself to In 
natural love wore flowers in their hair,25 and upon her re-
t u r n w h en s h e i s a t t empt i n g to s educ e P e t er Ni I es s n e w a n· ts 
the house filled with flowers.26 Lavinia's last words in the 
play are to tell Hannah 11 to throw out all the flowers." The 
Mannon heart is not strong enough for love, and the end is 
death. 
The interior of the house differs I ittle in effect 
from the outside. In the six scenes that take place inside 
24 Plays, 11, 17. 
2Slbid., P• 154. 
261bid., P• 170. 
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the house, one is permitted to visit Ezra Manncn 1 s study, 
his bedroom, and sitting room. Ezra's study is the scene of 
LaviniaVrs confrontation with Christine in which she accuses 
her mother of having an affair with Adam Brant. Lavinia has 
chosen wel I because the whole room Is a symbol of her father 
and the whole Mannon line. The walls are plain plaster of a 
dul I gray with a flat white trim • .Among the portraits on the 
wall is one of Ezra Mannon in his black judge's robes, his 
face a semblance of the mask like faces of Lavinia, Christine, 
and the outside portico. The stiff, austere atmosphere of 
the room contrasts dramatic.ally and symbolically with the sun 
that begins golden but with the intensity of the argument be-
tween the two turns crimson and somber indicating the approach-
ing murder. The sitting room of the house Is composed of 
straioht severe lines with heavy detail. On the walls hang 
portraits of family ancestors, one of which is a grim-visaged 
minister of the~ tchburning era. There are also pictures of 
Ezra's grandfather and father. The bedroom presents the same 
somber n es s , no t a room f o r I i g h t a n d Io v e. The rooms ch a n g e 
t he i r f eat u res accord i n g to the n a tu re of th e act i o. n as t he 
play progresses. As Ezra lies in state in his study he has 
become mo r e I I I:: e t h e po r t r a i t s o n t h e w a I I s , a n d Cr I n h as be-
c om e e v en mo r e h i s f a t h er i n t h e f I i c k e r i n g c a n d I e I i g h t • 2 7 
'::/hen Orin and Lavinia return from their year's trip 
t o t h e Ma n no n s i t t i n g room, i t i s e v en mo r e a r o om of g ho s t s 
and shadows. It has a dead appearance and the portraits stare 
27Plays, II, 93. 
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even more forbiddingly.2B Lavinia has become even more the· 
mask of her mother. The I iving and the dead wear the same 
masks. Thus the mask functions as a symbol conjoining the 
past, the house, and its Inhabitants. 
Th i s mas k i s a f as c i n a t i n g s tu dy, for a t one t i me 
or another every character in the play except Hazel and Peter 
wears one. Seth Beckwith, the first character to appear in 
the play is described as having· a gaunt face that in repose 
gives one the strange impression of a I ife-like mask. Seth's 
mas k i s s et i n a gr i m e x pr es s i o n, s h r ew d, a n d h u mo r o u s • H i s 
wife Louisa, though not described as having a masklike face, 
is shown to be "of a similar scandalbearing type; her tongue 
is sharpened by malice. 11 29 Her cousin Minnie is also a 11 type, 11 
an eager gossip. O'Nei II states plainly in the stage di-
re c t i on s th at t h es e a r e types of town f o I k r a the r t ha n I n di v i -
duals. When Christine Mannon appears with her strangely beau-
tiful hair and dressed in green, one Is struck at once by a 
face which is "but a w0nd,erful ly I lfe-1 ike pale mask. 11 30 
This mask is to change drastical Iv according to her adulterous 
conduct and Lavinia's disclosure and demand for retribution. 
When Christine learns of Orin and Lavinia's murdering Brant, 
she at first moans. But then the horror in her eyes dies In-
to blankness and her face becomes a tragic death mask that 
she wear s i n s i de the house to s hoot hers e If. 3 I 
28 Plays, I I, 139. 
29 1bid., P• 6. 
301bid., P• 9. 
31 tbld., P• 122. 
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Lavinia looks very much like her mother, yet t·hin-· 
ner, much less a woman. Dressed severely in black, she 
«carries herself with a wooden, squ~reshouldered, military 
bearing. Above all one is struck by the same strange life-
like mask Jmpression her face gives. 11 32 When she blackmails 
her mother into giving up Adam Brant, Lavinia's face becomes 
a sinister evil mask.33 This is the manner in which she will 
appear until she returns from the tour of the South Sea Islands 
with Orin. Her brief blossoming as a woman in the islands Is 
short-I ived because of Orin's incestuous attitude toward her 
and his threat to reveal their secret. In the end the fates 
force her into this mask and wooden bearing as she reverts to 
her former self and marches woodenly into the house. Adam 
Brant has the same "life-like mask rather than living flesh. 11 
Ezra Mannon has the same 11 mask I ike look of the others, 11 but 
more 11pronounced in him than in the others." Orin Mannon 11 has 
the same I ifellke mask quality" of Ezra and Adam, both of 
whom he re~e~bles. 
Only Peter and Hazel Niles do not have the mask I Ike 
faces of the other characters, and the reason that .they do not 
i s t h a t t h e v a r e no t s u b j e c t t o t h e Ma n no n c u r s e • Ne i t h e r do 
the townspeople wear masks, but as wi 11 be pointed out shortly, 
their recognition stems from still another function in· the 
drama. 
Another important set of symbols can be recognized 
32 P I ay s, I I , Io. 
33 Ibid., P• 35. 
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In the chanties, the sea, and the romantic islands; and. these 
symbols function to support and enhance the thematic develop-
ment of the complex plot of the play. In the very first scene 
of the play a band is heard at a distance playing "John Brown's 
Body." This melody would appear innocent enough if one were 
not to remember that John Brown was a runaway s I ave who was 
martyred during the Civil War. His truth is marching on. The 
Irony of the situation is that the Mannons in their own way 
are prtsoners who must die because of certain truths that 
are forced upon them, or that they bring upon themselves: 
Ezra's and Orin's comprehension of war and death and Ezra.'s 
realization of his love for Christine. Ezra saw war as a 
symbol of glory and by forcing Orin to share that v.iew he 
destroyed his son. Too late Ezra learned that love was glv• 
Ing and not always taking. In any case, the pall of death 
and foreboding is symbolized by the song. 
Th Is song is interrupted by Seth Beckwith' s sing-
i n g t h e c ha n t y 11 Shen an do a .h • 11 Per h a p s t he words of t he song 
apart from this play have very I ittle meaning; however, a 
careful study of the words reveals that they are uttered by 
one who is away or lost and longs fort he romantic vision 
of t he S h e n a n do ah R i v er • T h a t I o n g i n g i s to be den f e d, how -
e v er , f o r t he s p ea k er i s 11 bo u n d aw a y a c r o s s th e w i de tv1 i s s o u r f • 11 
It is important to note that the chanty ends with just this 
one refrain. But the theme of the song is clearly st-dted 
symbolically as it relates to the Mannons: the romantic 
vision of love can not be realized. Very clearly the song 
symbolically underscores the frustrated attempts of this 
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family to find any meaningful relationships that would save· 
them. 
Th e tun e do es no t a pp e a r a g a i n u n t i I th e open i n g 
scene of Act IV of "The Hunted," but one can be sure that 
the 11 rolllng river 11 has kept on seeking the sea in much the 
same way that the Mannons are being propelled toward their 
destinies. In this scene Adam Brant is aboard his vessel In 
the Boston Harbor when he hears the chantyman singing the 
same verse of 11 Shenandoah. 11 However, this time the singer 
a d d s a n ew I i n e o f a d i f f er en t v er s e : 11 Oh , S h e n a n do ah , I 
love your daughter •••• 11 One is reminded of the eviznts. 
that have occYrred up to this point and he asks himself if It 
Is really love for Christine-Lavinia (the mother-daughter) that 
has brought on and w i I I con t I nu e to b r I n g on the s e terr I b I e 
cal amitl es. 
The chantyman interrupts this mournful song with 
an o th e r c h a n t y 11 A Bo t t I e o 'W i n e • 11 Th e n ex t s o n g o c c u r s i n 
t.he same scene, but after. the conversation between Adam Brant 
and the chantyman. This time he sings "Hanging Johnny." The 
f i r s t v e r s e s t a t e s t h a t t h e s p e a k e r 11 h a n g s f o r mo n e_ y , 11 a n d 
the second one says he 11 hanged his mother. 11 These lines sug-
gest several possible symbolic meanings: Adam himself was 
partly responsible for his mother's and his father's deaths, 
the one because he ran away to sea and the other because he 
refused to forgive. Because of his part In the crime., Adam 
has "hanged" himself, or upon discovery he wi II be hanged 
as an accompl Ice of Christine's in murdering Ezra. An even 
more complicated suggestion is the refusal of Ezra to aid 
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Marie Brant~me. 
At the same time that these chanties are being sung 
Orin and Lavinia are hiding In the shadows of Adam's boat 
overhearing Christine warning Adam that Lavinia has discover-
ed their er lme and at the same time dee I ari ng her love for Adam. 
When Christine leaves Orin kills Adam, a crime for which he 
might al so be hanged. At the same time that he k i 11 s Adam 
he. kills Christine's love, and he symbolically hangs his 
mother. For as Christine goes into the house to shoot her-
self Seth's voice is heard in the drive singing another verse 
of 11 Shenandoah 11 : "She's far across the stormy water/Way•ay, 
I 1m bound away --" 
In the first act of "The Haunted" Lavinia and Orin 
have not returned from their trip, and some drunken men and 
Seth are outside the Mannon house participating in Seth's 
be t th a t no o n e of t h em w o u I d be ab I e t o s p e n d a n i g h t i n 
the house. Joe Si Iva breaks into "A Bottle o 1 Beer, 11 repeat-
; n g t h e I i n es s u n g by t h e, ch a n t ym a n i n 11 T h e Hu n t e d • " T h e s vm-
bo Ii c meaning of the lines Is now clearly related to the theme: 
the townspeople are in a 11 drunken 11 stupor and can n_ot really 
see what has gone on in the tv11annon household; or if they can 
see, It is with a blurred vision. 
The last reference to the Shenandoah symbol occurs 
in the very last scene of the play. Seth appears, just after 
Lavinia has renounced the worlc to do penance for the family· 
crimes, sln!=Jlnq 11 0h, Shenandoah, I can't get near you/ ay-ay, 
I'm bound away--." From the first to the last scene of the 
play, this symbol has now moved full circle. This symbolic 
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u s e o f so n g b e come s e v e n mo r e s i g n i f i c a n t w h en i t I s r e.1 a t e d 
to the symbols of the sea and the islands, but its full sig-
nificance does not occur until one realizes why the singers 
can never go beyond the few I ines they sing. A following 
verse s tate·s, 110h Shenandoah, I 1 11 not deceive you./ Way, 
hey, we're bound away across the wide Missouri." The roman-
tic vision for the Mannons does not exist, and they I like 
11 we 11 in the song) must be forever frustrated and loveless. 
The sea and island symbols fuse in that both repre-
sent security and escape from the Mannon curse. Most of the 
characters seek the peace of these islands in their. own ~ays. 
David ~annon tried to find these enchanted Islands when· he 
attempted to run away with t-iiarie BrantSme; but because the 
c u r s e o n t h e Hou s e o f rv~ a n no n w a s p a rt I y o n h i s h e ad, h e co u I d 
not escape. Their son Adam tried to find these islands as a 
boy when he ran away alone to sea34 -- they were his blessed 
islands.35 With Christine Mannon these islands were "n escape 
from Ezra and Lavinia and,t heir crime,36 but the curse was on 
them too. Even Ezra tried to find his islands. Orin and 
Lavinia tried to find these islands together, and It was there 
that Lavinia blossomed into a woman.37 The relationship of 
this symbol to the theme of the play is no where more drama-
tically or gra;::ihical ly delineated than the scene between Orin 
34Plays, I I , 33-34. 
351bid., P• I 12. 
36 1 bid.' P• 39 and P• 121. 
37 1bid., P• 145. 
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and Christine in Act 11 of "The Haunted." Orin asks hi.s 
mother if she has read a book cal led Typee about the South 
Sea Islands. Some one had given him the book and he had re-
read it until it "finally came to mean everything that wasn't 
war, everything that was peace and tranqul I ity. 11 38 later on 
in the delirium brought on by his head wound, Orin was In those 
islands and Christine had become "the waves breaking around 
him, the sky her eyes, the warm sand her skin. The whole 
i s I a n d w a s you - -" 3 9 Bu t no bo d y w as ab I e t o f i n d t h e I s I a n d 
in the sea that was a symbol of the t·/annon wealth and power. 
Cnly Orin seemed to realize that death was the only island of 
( 
peace,40 and in his ultimate mental breakdown he was able to 
f i n d t h e i s I an d of p e a c e a n d de a t h w I t h h i s mo t h e r • 4 I 
In O'Nei I l's masterful symbol lc handling of the 
Chorus he has combined its function also with the bri Ill ant 
revelation of the character of Seth Beckwith. Seth has been 
the Mannon handy man for years, and as such he is really a 
part of the family: he i,s in many ways its Teiresias for it 
Is he who is able to really see what the family is. According 
to biblical meaning the word 11 Seth 11 is he who is glorified 
among men. 4 2 In a sense he is because he is highly respected 
by Lavinia !The Mannons) and at the same time he is the leader 
38 PI a vs, I I, 89. 
391bid., P• 90. 
40 Ibid., P• I 01. 
41 lbi d., P• 166. 
42James Hastings, (Ed.I, Dictionary of the Bible 
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 19471, p:-89!:' 
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of his vi llaqe cronies -- hence his surname -- always a.t the 
beck and call of the Mannons and his friends the townspeople. 
Seth appears dramatically in the first scene of 11 Homecoming 11 
as the guide who is showing his friends about the grounds of 
th e Mannon es t a t e • On t he r ea I I s t I c I e v e I Seth i s t h e f am i I y 
gardner who is taking his friends on an interesting tour 
wherein he gives the exposition concerning the Mannon back-
ground. However, on the symbol le level Seth is the leader 
of the group who together make up the counterpart of the Greek 
Chorus. O'Nei II does not use the Chorus as Aeschylus did to 
imitate the lyrical and ritual pattern of Greek life, but even 
more effectively than the Greek Chorus was often used, to in-
tensify his theme.43 
O'Nei 11 's New England Chorus stands aloof, sus-
p I c i o u s , an d u n mo v e d b y t h e f a t es of th e ~/,an no n s • Yet i t I s 
through this Chorus that the exposition Is handled. It is 
against Seth that much of the action of the play Is buffeted, 
pa r t i cu I a r I v · t h a t a c t i o n p f a r e v e I a t o r v a n d mo t I v a t i n g k i n d 
between him and Lavinia. For example, It is Seth who propels 
Lavinia in the direction of Adam Brant's Identity •. He had 
seen I n Ad am' s face the f ace ( and perhaps t he fate l of a I I 
Mannons. Seth then moves into the background to emerge again 
in Act 111 of the same play. This time Seth In his drunken 
state hammers home to Lavinia the detal Is of the family curse, 
so that Ezra's homecoming is even more prepared for. 
Act I of 11 The Hunted 11 opens in much the same way as 
4 3 F r a n c es K n i c k e r bo c k e r , 11 A New E n g I a n d Ho u s e 
of Atreus," Sewanee Review, 40 !April-June 19321, p. 250. 
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t h e 11 Home com i n g • 11 How e v e r , S e t h r em a i n s i n t h e b a c k g r o u n d 
as the mourners emerge from the Mannon house where Ezra I !es 
a corpse. At th i s po i n t 0 'Ne i I I even ca I I s th em a Chorus, 
and it is from their conversations that the audience learns 
of the events that have just transpired: that Lavinra is a 
"foreign" woman, that she does not weep, and that love kl I led 
Ezra. The opening of Act IV of the same play is handled si-
milarly. Only this time the Chorus has taken the form of a 
sailor, a chantyman, who sings the symbolic ballads about 
death and the sea. In this treatment O'Neill again empha-
s i z es t h i s th em e by u s e of s ym bo I s , i n t h i s c a s e t h e s ea • 
The Chorus again functions dramatically at the be-
ginning of 11 The Haunted" when Seth emerges as the leader of 
s e v er a I d r i n k i n g comp a n I o n s , o n e o f whom h e h a s d a r e d t o s p e n d 
some time alone in the deserted, haunted Mannon house. They 
are interrupted by the arrival of Peter and Hazel announcing 
the arrival of Orin and Lavinia from the islands. That Seth 
is able to move back and forth as the symbolic leader of the 
Chorus to a real character attests to O'Neil l's complete disci-
pline of his material in this section. 
Seth appears for the I ast t lme as a char act er and as 
representative of the Chorus in the beginning of the last act 
of 11 The Haunted." Interestingly enough, the characters in 
the play have now been reduced to him and Lavinia. As a 
friend and servant, he begs Lavinia not to go inside the house; 
as the Chorus, he says he "ain't heard a word you've been 
sayin', Vinnie." 
Howe v er , on e g e t s t h e f e e I i n g t h a t S e t h a s a n o I d · . 
man of seventy-five has known al I of the Mannons from Abr~ham 
t h e f i r s t p a t r I a r c h o f t h e J ew s 44 o n a s yr.i bo I i c I e v e I w h o b e-
came Involved with Hagar -- perhaps the Marie Brant5me of the 
tragedy -- whose warped sense of love and agression45 brought 
down the curse upon the 1V1annons., to Lavinia who must live out 
the curse In solitude, and has heard everything that they have 
said. The curse is passed on to Abraham's son Ezra. The 
n am e me a n s " h e who h e I p s , " a n d i n t h e b i b I e h e i s a d i I i g e n t 
lawyer-judge greatly respected by the people.46 The name Is 
ironically used in the first instance because Ezra refused 
to help Marie Brant8me and thus gave Adam Brant his nephew 
motivation for revenging the deaths of his mother and father. 
In the second instance Ezra Mannon is presented as 
a former judge made wealthy by the sea (shipbuilding which 
will ultimately destroy him symbolically through Adam Brant, 
who seeks the Happy Isles) and now a general returnlng home 
from the Ct vi I Viar which was selected by 0 1Nei II as the time 
of his play because it was a "mask of time and space."47 Be-
fore going to the war Ezra a man deeply rooted in the New 
England tradition of stern self-repression, had guf It feelings 
over sex, a fact that accounted for his animal lusting for 
44Hastings, p. 5. 
4 5 P h i I i p \•/ e i s s man, 11 Mou r n i n g 
The Prodigal: Electra and Orestes," 
lD'ecember 1960), P• 259. 
46Hastings, P• 253. 
47srevers, P• 122. 
Becomes Electra and 
Modern Drama, 3, 3 
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Christine, and any natural romantic expression.48 He re~urns 
from the war trying to shake off the Puritan background49 only 
to f Ind that his lustiness has perverted Christine's romantic 
love for him Into loathing. She has sublimated her love for 
Ezra to her son Or in, and when he was taken from her, to Adam 
Brant. 
Ad am s ym b o I i z e s t h e Ad am of t h e b i b I i c a I s to r y, a n d 
his name means 11 Man. 11 50 '·./'/hen he runs away to sea he finds for 
a few years in the South Sea Islands the innocent garden of 
Eden. His last name means ~ 1 z:asy on ships, 11 51 and being a lover 
of them he had to leave his 11 Blessed lsles. 11 He learned of 
his mother's death which had been brought about by revenge, 
and the curse passed on to Adam. He must now seek vengeance. 
This vengeance leads to an illicit love affair with his cou-
sin's wife Christine Mannon. They try to find the happy isles 
together, but the murder of Ezra seals their doom. 
Orin and Lavinia murder Adam and the curse passes 
on to them. · 110rln 11 means. "the last of its kind; 11 52 his 
name appears only .once in the Old Testament as the son of a 
king. When Orin enters the play in 11 The Hunted, 11 he enters 
from the pine grove;53 and in ancient pagan symbolism the pine 
48sieve.rs, p. 122. 
4 9H • S t e i n h au e r , " E r o s a n d P s ye h e : A N i e t z s c h e a n 
Motif in Anglo-American Literature," Modern language Notes, 
6 4 ( Apr i I I 9 4 9 ) , p • 2 2 8 • 
SOH t. . . 
. as 1ngs, P• 11. 
Slrornquist, P• 369. 
52Hastings, P• 432. 
53 P I av s , I I , 7 3 • 
and th e p i n e co n e we r e s ym bo I s of t h e p ha I I u s a n d h enc e r e- · 
production.54 C'Nei I I reverses the symbol of the pine be-
cause Orin in the play is depicted as a weak character, who 
will not reproduce his own kind. His perverted love for his 
mother and his inabi I ity to understand his father along with 
his experiences with death in the war lead him to want only 
peace and escape. The symbol of his escape is Typee and the 
enchanted isles with first his mother in dreams and with La-
vlnia after Christine's suicide. He can only briefly endure 
.the agony of his guilt any more than he can attempt to follow 
in his father's footsteps to become a Mannon, his father him• 
self: the recourse is a ment~I breakdown duting which time 
he expresses incestuous advances toward Lavinia. 
In turn Lavinia, who has been subsumed into the role 
of her mother, goads Orin into suicide, not before, however, 
Orin has conjured up his mother in his fantasy world In which 
the both of them can now find peace in death in the islands. 
But it was not so easy wiJh Christine E 11, the daughter of a 
New York physician, to find these islands when she married 
romantically a symbol of Puritan aristocracy. Instead she 
came into a house of ghosts and shadows, a house whose an-
cestors were witch hunters and whose inabi Ii ty to express 
natural love led to their destruction. Christine was always 
the outsider to be used I ike a prostitute on her wedding night; 
hence h er f nab i I i t y to I o v e the r es u I ts of t h at n i g ht --
Lavinia Mannon who was every inch her father's daughter and 
Yor ~: 
54Elizabeth Goldsmith, Ancient Pagan Symbols 
G. P • P u t n am 1 s Son s , I 92 9 ) , p • I 3 • 
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to remind Christine forever of a perverted Puritan animal 
lust. In being used so, Christine became the symbolic 
prostitute created in the image of the original Marie Brant8me 
on whom the Mannons looked as immoral: the same luxurious 
golden hair, voluptuous body, aliveness in a house of the 
dead. The love she could not give a husband and daughter she 
gave too strongly to Orin, a love with which Orin could not 
cope, and along with the Mannon curse, helped to destroy him. 
In a sense Christine symbolizes a kind of female martyr who 
believed in sexual i tv as a natural expression of love; and 
she was crucified by perverted Puritanism in Ezra, who had 
become for her the symbol of death. 
Lavinia wast he last and strongest of the Mannons, 
and it was she who must make expiation for the crimes of a I I 
the Mannons and end the curse. When Lavinia first appears in 
11 Homeccmlng, 11 she is in all physical appearances an inferior 
replica of her mother .• It is as though she has tried to deny 
any relationship at all with Christine, because she Is dressed 
severely in black, her hair pulled tightly back on her head. 
S h e i s t h i n n e r t h a n h e r mo t h e r , a n d s h e w a I k s w I t h . a s t r a n g e 
wooden gait. Symbolically she is her father's son instead of 
Orin because she has his same bearing, walks with his military 
air, and barks out his same commands.SS She seems to del ibe• 
rately deny any natural characteristic that would be an asset 
to her as a real woman. 
From the very beginning it is apparent that Christine 
5 5 P I ay s , I I , I 0. 
' .,. ' 
and Lavinia antagonize each other,56 and this antagonism grows 
into the bitterest hatred when Lavinia learns that Christine 
has played her for a fool in suggesting that Adam play up to 
her when he comes to visit so that Lavinia will not guess the 
real truth. Lavinia becomes the avenging daughter too much 
in love with her father, a sinister avenging mask, when she 
threatens Christine with exposure. Her bearing is the same 
even when she discovers Christine in the act of murdering her 
father: she only grows more sinister, cold. Her traolc flaw 
of hubris is in full operation, and her only recourse is to 
persuade Orin to kl I I their mother's lover. The more intensely 
Lavinia hates her mother the more she symbolically becomes her 
mother untf I after Christine's death she returns from the is-
lands appearing precisely as Christine did in the first scene 
of the play: a voluptuous woman. She has psychologically 
and symbolically subsumed the character of her mother, perhaps 
subconsciously desiring to become her father's wife at last. 
It has been Lavl~ia 1 s escape to the Eden of Adam 
Brant and her experiencing of Innocent and natural love that 
have at last made her a woman: she had danced free.Iv wi H 
and had loved the natives there. But Orin was still too much 
of a Puritan, a Mannon, and guilty to let them remain there, 
so they return to the Mannon death house. So complete has 
been the change in Lavinia that she wants to marry Peter Niles 
immediately, and she all but seduces him. However, Orin, in 
his mental state, wants Lavinia incestuously as he had wanted 
his mother; so he threatens to expose them. Lavinia now 
56 Plays, 11, 16. 
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becomes the pursued in the same way that she had been the 
pursuer in "The Hunted. 11 In her horror at Orin's physical 
overtures toward her (much as her mother had at Ezra's) 
Lavinia tel Is him he is vi le and insane and would kl 11 himself 
if he were not a coward: he does. Catching Seth's words 
from 11 Shenandoah 11 she smiles grimly and says that she is not 
bound away, that she is bound here to the 1Vannon dead. Her 
name means 11 to wash or purify, 11 and that is exactly what she 
must do when she walks woodenly into the house and closes 
the door. 
VI I 
ILLUSICN AND REALITY 
The lie of a pipe dream is what gives 
I ife tot he whole misbegotten mad lot of us, 
drunk or sober.I 
Most of the critics who have written or talked about 
The Iceman Cometh which O•Neil I wrote in 1939 and saw pro-
duced for the first time In 1946 agree on several important 
aspects of the play: It is one of O•Neill's masterpieces 
and one of Hae most impressive plays in the twentieth cen-
tury.2 Donald Parritt the young betrayer-murderer and Larry 
Slade the 11 old foolosopher 11 are in many respects a symbolic 
repres"entation of 0'Nei II himself.3 In fact, O'Neill related 
to Croswell Bowen that in writing the play he "felt as though 
he had locked himself in with his memories. 11 4 And finally 
t h a t t h e p I a y i s so me k i n d o f p a r ab I e o r mo r a I i t y o n t h e des -
tiny of man and the human condition.S 
On t'he other hanq, there seems to be little agree-
ment on the kind of play that it is or the method that he 
used in its construction. Tiusanem is of the opinion th~t 
fPlays, Ill, 578. 
2George Jean Nathan, 11 Eugene O'Nei II after Twelve 
The American !'·•1ercury, 63, 274 !October 19461, P• 462. Years, 11 
3Ge I b, P• 833. 
41bid., P• 833. 
5Rosamond Gi Ider, "Each in His Own Way, 11 Theatre 
Arts, 30 <December 1946), p. 684. 
I !>O 
O'Neill had left behind him all of the abstract Freudia.n 
elements that he had utilized in previous plays, notably in 
Stranae Interlude, Mourning Becomes Electra, and The Great 
Q£S!. Brown.6 The fact is that O'Neill earlier had written his 
on I y sh o r t s to r y, 11 To mo r row, 11 an d a o n e a c t p I a y 11 Ex o r c I s m, " 
which he used as the basic thesis for The Iceman Cometh. 
0 ' Ne i I I h i ms e I f h a d t r i e d to c o mm i t s u i c I d e i n I 91 2, a n d t h I s 
death wish is consciously displayed not only in these two works, 
but also in twenty-five of his forty-four published plays, in 
which a total of forty characters suffer unnatural or violent 
deaths.7 
Sievers disagress considerably with this concept of 
t h e p I a y a n d a r g u e s t h a t i t l s o n I y a f t e r I 92 7 t h a t 0 1 Ne i I I 
wrote his most mature Freudian plays using both Freud's and 
Jung's psychological symbols to interpret his characters. 
Sievers makes his argument effective by suggesting that among 
the psychoanalytic leit-motifs which are found in all 0'Neill 1 s 
. 
wo r k s a re t hos e w h i ch ... de r i v e from J u n g an d i n c I u de t h e con c e pt 
of the mask, the function of women as wife, mother, and pros-
tltute. from Freud he notes particularly the theme of sexual 
denial and frustration, the discrepancy betweeen the ego ideal 
and outer reality; the compulsion to degrade love, guilt feel-
i n gs about re I I g ion, and death w i shes • 8 
Several other critics see many of these same concepts 
6Tiusanem, P• 264. 
7Gelb, P• 189. 
8G i I de r, p • 6 8 4. 
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developed in the play. Even if they do not agree wl th .the 
fact that O'Neill was deliberately distinguishing between 
the two schools of psychology, they seem to feel that he has 
sub cons c i o us I y w r I t ten a bo u t man ' s search for r ea I I t y, I den -
t i t y, an d red em p t i o n • 9 I n t h i s s ear c h f o r i den t i t y or t h e 
difference between illusion and reality Wai th sees the action 
of the play as a giant wave which in a period of two days 
advances and retreats s ymbo I i zing the attempts on the parts 
of the characters to go out in search of themselves and to 
r et u r n w i t h s om e k n cw I e d g e of r ea I i t y. W a I t h 1 s met a p ho r I s 
an apt one when he sug!;Jests that the play opens in a torpor 
of drunken sleep; as It gathers force the human derelicts 
that have been inhabiting Harry Hope's bar are impel led to-
ward action. But at the end most of them are slipping back 
into drunken stupor, with possibly only two or three flung 
free of the wawe.10 
Robert Brustein points out that at no time in his 
. 
previous writing had 9..'Ne,ill as suffering artist become so 
completely identified with structural art. 11 In a percep-
t iv e, though a t t i mes s e em i n g I y con tr ad i ct or y es say, he con-
tends that O'Neil I had discarded and left behind forever 
such s ymb o I i c de v i c es a s t he mas k, s p I i t c h a r act er s , a n d 
Choruses.12 Yet shortly afterward Brustein speaks of each 
9G i I de r, p. 68 4. 
IO://aith, P• 38. 
llRobert Brustein, The Theatre of Revolt !London: 
Methuen and Co., 1965), P• "T.f9. 
12srustein, P• 338. 
of the c hara ct er 1 s i I I us ions as s ymbo I i z i n g a I a r g er f a J I u re. I 3 
This failure is the impossibility of salvation In a world with-
out God. Brustein discusses this theme by saying that the pro-
t a go n i s t of t h e p I ay , l a r r y S I ad e, " h as ado p t e d a mas k of 
total alienation. for him the essence of mankind is excre-
m en t , a n d I i f e o n e a r t h i s d o om e d • 11 I 4 
The characters in the play are degraded rather than 
corrupt Vivian Hopkins contends, and she sees the play as a 
symbolic one emphasizing spiritual values.IS Sephus \:•/inther 
agrees with this interpretation in saying that the characters 
are symbols of all that is meaningful in the life of man. 16 
Robert C. ·,fright even suggests that the play deals specif i-
cally with the Christian myth of religion and particularly 
with the role of the Iceman as a secular saviour.17 Harry 
Walton too sees the play as a symbolic one in which the cha-
r a c t er s h av e f a I I en to t h e d e p t h, t h e bo t tom of t he s ea • 
They are children in a Christian world where they have become 
afraid to thi'nk and e11.tertain themselves with their illusions, 
their pipe dreams. They wear the masks of their i I lusions --
self-delusions -- to cover their own failures in a world that 
13Brustein, P• 342. 
141bid., P• 342. 
15 1/ivian C. Hopkins, 11 The Iceman Seen Throuah The 
Lovier Oepths, 11 C,ol lege Engl i s_h,-rT !November 1949), P• 8r. 
16sophus 'jf nther, "The Iceman Cometh: A Study in 
Technique,it Ariz~~ Guarter1v;-111 (\vinfer, 1947), P• 294. 
17Robert C. Wright, 11 0 1Neill's Universalizing 
Technique in The Iceman Cometh, 11 Modern Drama, 8, I !May 
19651, P• 7. -
f !)j 
h a s b e come hos t I I e to t h em • I 8 
No doubt, the play contains all of these ideas, for 
certainly one measure of its value is that so many readers 
have seen these related themes, and more. O'Nei 11 had become 
the consummate artist; however, his method of developing sym-
bolically setting, plot, and character remains essentially 
the same. The only difference between the use of symbolism 
of setting or character from this play or another one is one 
of degree. That is, in The Iceman Cometh, 0 1 Nei II has placed 
more emphasis on his characters as symbols than on setting or 
plot. Most decidedly he is still brilliantly using the dra-
matic device of the mask, though now it is seen more in the 
actions and language oft he characters than it is in asides 
or stage directions which have been cut to a minimum. The 
ch a r act er s a r e r eve a I e d I a r g e I y t hr o ugh F re u d i an s y m bo I s ex -
pressing their functions in the play as well as O'Neill's 
own attitude about escape from reality into a world of lllu-
. 
sions from whf.Ch redernp.tioo is either destructive or impossible: 
Donald Parritt discovers reality and commits suicide, and 
Larry Slade realizes his illusions and in the end is await-
ing death. Even the Chorus is st i II there as the different 
characters arouse from their drunken stupor or emerge briefly 
from the i I lusive world to cal I one another names or to com-
ment on the pipe dreams which they see in others but never 
see In themselves. 
IBHarry ~al ton, An Analysis and Interpretation of 
Eugene 0 1Nei 11 's PI ay: '"flie lcerii'a'r1Cometh 11 !New York.: 
Spinza Institute OTAmeriCd," 1947)," p. 2. 
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In 1911 and 19120'Nei11 spent some six months· at a 
bar called Jimmy-the-Preist 1 s. He paid three dollars a month 
to live in this three-story, vermin infested establishment 
among every conceivable kind of person, sailors, stevedores, 
Wobblies, prostitutes, and other assorted down-and-outers. 
Anyone who could not afford the price of a bed could for a 
nickel schooner of beers leep with his head on the table. 
The proprietor of the saloon had earned his nickname because 
he looked more like an ascetic than he did a saloonkeeper.19 
O'Nei 11 became one of these people, and with them he sank as 
low as any human being can and sti II escape to survive in the 
real world. His sense of 11 belonging 11 with these derelicts was 
shattered when his sense of "security at the bottom oft he sea" 
was j o I t e d one d a y when h e h ear d a bo u t t he s u i c i de of a s a i Io r 
named Driscoll, who had epitomized 11 the very acme of belonging" 
when they had been friends earlier at Jimmy-th·z~Priest's.'20 
O'Neill brooded about this incident for a long time, because 
. 
h e co u I d no t u n d e r s t a n.d Dr i s c o I I a s t h e t y p e t h a t w o u I d j u s t 
give up. Brooding, in and out of one drunken stupor, obtain-
ing money for the drink in any way possible, ultimately he 
concluded that one way out was suicide. 
In such a setting as this O'Nei II placed the action 
of ·.!.h.! Iceman Cometh, Harry Hope's bar in 1912. The saloon 
Is a symbol of the world of illusions.21 Larry Slade, one of 
19Gelb, PP• 161-162. 
20 I bid., p. I 71 • 
21 Day, P• S. 
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t h e I on g t i me I nm~ t e s of t h e s a I o on , e x p I a i n s t o t h e i n t r u d er 
Don Parritt that It's the No Chance Saloon. It's the Bedrock 
Bar, the End of the Line Cate, The Bottom of the Sea Rathskel-
ler. In his sardonic, philosophical manner he continues and 
at the same time relates the plot of the play. "Don't you no-
t I c e th e b e au t i f u I c a I m i n t h e a t mo s p h er e? T h a t ' s b e c au s e 
I t ' s t he I as t h a r bo r • No one her e has t o w or r y a bo u t where 
t h e y a r e go i n g n ex t , be c au s e t h e r e i s no f a r t h e r t h e y c a n go • 
I t 1 s a comfort to them. Although even here they keep up the 
appearances of life with a few harmless pipe dreams about their 
yesterdays and tomorrows, as you'll see for yourself if you 
s ta y here Ion g. 11 22 
The setting for the revelation of these pipe dreams 
is the back room and bar of this Raines-Law hotel. During 
al I four acts oft he play both the backroom and a portion of· 
the bar are always visible, with only a black curtain on the 
r i g h t w a I I s e p a r a t i n g , th e two • T h e s q u a I o r , d i r t , a n d f i I t h 
of the place'emphasiz~_and symbolize the depths to which their 
pipe dreams have brought them. Even the clothes and personal 
appearances of most of them reflect this same state of degra-
dation. It is however with the arrangement of the tables and· 
chairs in the backroom that 0 1Nei I I so ably controls the action 
on stage and can utilize that action to reveal the nature of 
his characters and at the same time use them as Chorus to 
comment on one another. 
There are three rows of tables wl th four chairs at 
22pfays, Ill, 587. 
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each of the first two front and five at the third, a total of 
thirteen. This arrangement enables 0 1Nel 11 to Introduce 
the twelve male characters that inhabit the upper rooms of the 
hotel. It is also O'Neil l's way of developing the first of 
his four cycles of symbolic action which constitute the plot 
oft he story at the same time that It permits him to Introduce 
the characters themselves. These twelve characters along with 
the three prostitutes symbolize a kind of cross section of 
h um a n I t y • I t i s e a r I y i n th e mo r n i n g a f t er a I o n g n I g h t of 
drinking, and the characters asleep at various tables In the 
room begin to wake up. It is primarily through the philosopher 
Larry Slade and the night bartender Rocky Ploggi that we begin 
to see the individual characters as they wake up, ask for a 
drink, and fall asleep again. They have stayed up all night 
waiting for Hickey, who came secretly twice a year to the bar, 
so that anybody who knew him would not see him going on a big 
d r u n k and a s so c i a t I n g w i t h t h e s e k i n d s of p eo p 1 e. He w as a 
. 
traveling salesman anc;I .. a great storyteller and kidder: " • • • 
some kidder! Remember h6w he woiks up dat gag about his wi.fe, 
when he's cockeyed, cryin' over her picture and den springin 1 
it on yuh all of a sudden dat he left her in de hay wid de 
i c em an • 11 C 1 Ne I I I has i mme d i ate I y s u cc e e de d i n i n trod u c I n g 
the de re I I c t s , bu t a I so h as s et i n mo t ion t h e s y m bo I I c arr i v a I 
of the Iceman bringing death to Harry Hope's birthday party. 
The illus ion in which each of the characters I ives is now re-
vealed, and the cycle of the action ends as the prostitute 
Cora comes in saying that she has seen Hickey on his way over: 
11 He was standin' dere. We said, 'Welcome to our city, De gang 
I!> I 
rs e:<pectin's yuh wid deir tongues hangin' out a yard lon,g.'· 
And I kidded him, 'How's de iceman, Hickeyi How's he doint 
at your house?' He laughs and says, 'Fine. 1 And he says, 
'Tell de gang I'll be along in a minute. I'm just finishin' 
f igurin' out de best way to save dem and bring dem peace.'"~ 
The second cycle of the action begins in Act II. The 
tables have been pushed together to form one long banquet table 
rn preparation to celebrate Harry's birthday. Instead of the 
accustomed hilarity, a mood of darkness, despair, and fear has 
surrounded them Ii ke a pal I. For some mysterious reason that 
they can not fathom Hickey has approached each one of them 
during the night saying that he is bringing them the message 
of salvation. Instead he brings them anger that soon turns 
into fear, because his message of salvation forces them to 
admit their pipe dreams and shatters their masks of delusion. 
In a comically intense and crazy tone Larry says, "Be God, 
i t ' s a s e co n d f e as t of B e I s h a z z a r , w i t h H i c k e y t o do t h e 
writlng on th'e wall. 11 ~~ As people drawn together because they 
shared the common disease of self-delusion, they have new splft 
apart, have become bitterly inimical of one another and only 
too eager to pours alt on the others' wounds. Hickey admits 
that he had been "sicking some of you on to nag each other •• 
I knew when I cam here I wouldn't be able to be with you very 
long.tt25 
23Plays, 111, 617. 
241bid., P• 644. 
25 lbtd., PP• 660-661. 
• • 
The tables have been separated and the chairs .ar-
ranged as they were in Act I as the third cycle begins. 
Their pipe dreams gone, and faced with a shattering reality, 
the characters now run pathetically In whatever direction their 
dreams of Tomorrow take them. "You're rid of al I that nagging 
dream stuff now. You know you can't believe it any more," 
says Hickey.26 However, as they each fail miserably in facing 
t h e I r r ea I i t y, t h e y c r aw I b a c k to t h e s a I oo n w I th t h e · 1 oo k 
and feel of death al I about them. Hugo Kalmar tel Is Harry 
that he feels as though he is dying. He is so crazy drunk 
t h a t h e w a n t s t o s I e e p • " Bu t I c a n ' t s I e e p h e r e w I t h yo u • 
You look dead.n27 It is the peace of death that Hickey has 
bro ugh t to a I I of t h em a n d h e c a n ' t ·under s t a n d w h y k I I I i n g 
their nagging pipe dreams has not brought them peace and 
happiness. 
The chairs and the tables in the fourth act are ar-
ranged against the curtain separating the back room and the 
bar in much the same way as Leonardo da Vinci arranged the 
figures in the "Last Supper." It Is this particular arrange-
ment of the chairs along with other biblical symbols that 
figure largely in Cyrus Day's interpretation of Hickey In 
the role of Christ meeting with his disciples for the last 
time,28 an interpretation which Tiusanem, at least In part 
attempts to refute.29 Assembled again as a group, they are 
26 P I a y s , II I , 6 90. 
271bld., P• 692. 
28oay, P• 201. 
29r1usanem, P• 282. 
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mainly defeated, they are viciously cruel to one another, they 
are suicidal, and they can't get drunk. In their attacks on 
one another they reveal their own personal weakness.es and the 
real reasons for their being at Harry Hope's End of the line 
Saloon. Faced with the reality of their pasts and the des-
truction of their pipe dreams, there can be no tomorrow. Only 
when they convince themselves that Hickey was a madman who 
murdered his wife can they as a Chorus gradually resume their 
former ways symbolically as expressed in the song that each 
of th em i s s i n g i n g a t th e end. 
Although the setting of 0 1Neill's play Is 1912, the 
characters are all living in the past. They average in age 
fr om th e ear I y f i f t I es to the s ix t i es , and 0' Ne i I I care f u I I v 
connects each character to some particular event in his past 
that Is associated with what that character is trying to hide 
from himself in the form cf self-delusion as well as from the 
other characters. The characters al I share a collective nos-
talgia; howe~er, it w~.uld, be over-simplification to suggest 
that they are speclal cases of over-si~plification with the 
past just because they are down-and-outers.30 They are rather 
victims of a past over which they have had I ittle or no con-
t r o I , a n d 0' Ne i I I p res en t s ea c h c h a r a c t er as s ymb o I i c a I I y r e-
p resenting that force in his past (weakness) that brought him 
to his present state of dereliction currently symbolized by 
Harry Hope's saloon. 
In the same way that O'Neill presents the plot of 
30Raleigh, P• 72. 
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his play ln four symbolic cycles, he presents his characters 
and suggests their real symbolic function in three concen-
tric circles. In this way he can control the movement of 
character and show the relatlcnships among them both In their 
own privately deluded world and in the world of delusion of 
those about them. As the characters are presented they are 
g i v en a t I ea s t two r o I es a n d two ma s ks • 3 I 
The characters in the outer circle function es-
sen ti ally collectively as a Chorus to comment on the action 
of the play and individually as symbols to keep the cyclic 
movement of the play in focus. To this group belong Hugo 
Ka I ma r, Ed f./iO s h er , Pa t McG I o i n, Ce c i I L ew i s , P i et \'// e t j o en, 
James Cameron (Jimmy Tomorrow), Willie Oban, Joe Mott, Rocky 
Pioggi, Chuck Morel lo, and Harry Hope. Belonging with this 
group, but not I iving in the hotel, are the three prostitutes 
Pearl, Margie, and Cora, who come and go at wi 11. Larry Slade, 
the ambivalent spokesman in the play, and Don Parrltt compose 
. 
t h e i n n e r c i r c I e • T h f.O do r e H i c km a n , t h e s e I I er o f h a r d w a r e 
inhabits the inmost circle. 
In the first act of the play each of the persons ts 
I n t rod u c e d a n d h i s s ym bo I i c f u n c t i o n s u g g es t e d, a f u n c t Io n 
that Is gradually developed in the succeeding three acts. 
At no time at al I does 0 1 Nei II permit one to forget that his 
s e t t I n g I s b i b I i c a I : t h e p h y s i c a I a r r a n gem e n t of t h e s e t t I n g 
always suggests the image of the Last Supper in every scene,32 
31Tiusanem, P• 265. 
32wrtght, P• 6. 
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and the second act shows the tables and chairs arranged with 
the characters very closely resembling the last night that 
Christ spent with his twelve disciples. The characters them-
selves are shown waiting anxiously in the saloon for the ar-
rival of Hickey, the symbolic Christ or Bridegroom or as the 
title of the play suggests, The lceman.33 
From their drunken al I-night vlgl I awaiting Hickey's 
arrival, the characters begin slowly to awaken from the depths 
of their drunken sea wearing the masks that they use to hide 
from themselves and from the world. Most of the characters 
are paired into tension groups whose nagging of one another 
w i I I f u r n i s h t he rev e I a t i on s o f t h e i r pa s t s a n d a t t he s am e 
time wi 11 reveal their roles in whatever is involved In the 
reason for Hickey's actions when he does arrive, thus causing 
the play to move forward speclfical ly by the commentary fur-
nished by the play 1 s two confidantes, Larry Slade and Rocky. 
As a group these derelicts symbolize the melting pot of man's 
derel let ion.34 
The f lrst to emerge from his drunken torpor is Hugo 
Kalmar, a man in his late fifties, and meticulously though 
shabbily dressed. There ls a foreign atmosphere about him, 
and he has "the stamp of an alien radica1,tt35 the ~ymbol of 
the Anarchist portrayed in newspaper cartoons. When he 
rouses himself laboriously he declares in a guttural style, 
34Tiusanem, P• 266. 
35pJays, 111, 574. 
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11 The days grow hot, 0 Babylon! Tis cool beneath the vii low· 
trees. 11 36 At this point Hugo's meaning is not clear, but 
obviously this meaning must be related to both the joke that 
H i c k e y a I w a y s t e I I s u po n h i s a r r I v a I a bo u t I eavt n g h i s w i f e 
with the Iceman, as well as to the saloon and its inhabitants. 
Having fallen off again, he does not awake unti I the birthday 
party i n Act I I • As they raise their glasses in a champagne 
toast to Harry, Hugo again says that II Ve vi II tr Ink vine be• 
neath the v I I I ow trees. "37 Hickey the Iceman says that the 
wine wi I I be vinegar, and as Hugo passes out this time it is 
as though he were hiding. Immediately Larry reveals the se-
cret of Hugo's Yesterday 'by stripping from him the mask hid• 
Ing the fact that Hugo had spent ten years rotting in prison 
for his faith. He had previously been a publisher of radical 
ma g a z i n es , a n d p r e sum ab I y w a s i mp r i s o n e d f o r h i s po I i t i c a I 
activities. It is however in the third act that he reveals 
the nature of his real desires when Hickey has forced him 
along with ail of the_pthers to give up their pipe dreams, 
t h e i r To mo r r ow s • Th i s t i me h e an g r f I y aw a k e n s w h en Ch u c k a n d 
Joe are about to murder each other for the same reason (ex-
po s i n g t h e i r r e a I s e I v e s , f e e I i n g s ) • He c a I I s Hi c k e y a "Go t -
tamned liar! Just because he wants his champagne properly 
iced does net prove he wants to be an aristocrat." However, 
In the next breath he exposes his real pipe dream, his desire 
for Tomorrow. 11 1 love only the proletariat! I viii lead them! 
3 6 P I a y s , I I I , 5 92 • 
37tbid., P• 640. 
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I viii be like a gott to them! They viii be my slaves.n3B 
He stops himself with a kind of dumb amazement and says to 
Larry that he is talking drunken foolishness. But.he really 
was revealing his real self, because at the end of the same 
act, angered by what Hickey has forced upon him, he says he 
will drink champagne and the slaves will lee it properly. 
11 Gottamned Hickey! Vhen I lead the jackass mob to the sack 
of Babylon, I vi 11 make them hang him to a lamppost the first 
one! 11 39 
Ag a i n , a t t h e e n d of th e p I a y w h en a I I of th e c h a -
racters have resumed their pipe dreams, Hugo is damning capi-
tal i'sm and calling the bourgeois stupid monkeys. He breaks 
into a verse of the French Revolutionary song, 11Carmagnole," 
and the play ends with 11 The days grow hot, 0 Babylon. 11 It ts 
then through the character of Hugo that O'Neill symbolically 
re I ates Hu go 1 s fun ct ion w i th the bib I I ca I s ymbo I I sm that he 
feels the reader must feel. Hugo symbolizes the kind of sin 
' for which 3abylon was ... noted, greed and power. The saloon, 
a symbolic Babylon, recalls this biblical story, and Hickey 
In one sense has come In the figure of a kind of symbolical 
D a n I e I t o w a r n t h e p eo p I e of i mm i n e n t des t r u c t i o n • ( R e v • I 4 • 8 ) • 
As the Iceman or Bridegroom the title symbolizes the coming 
of some kind of symbolic savior. 
Two other characters functioning as tension charac-
ters in much the same manner as Hugo are Pi et Wet joen, the 
3 8 P I a ys , I I I , 6 72. 
39tbid., P• 601. 
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Bo er , an d Ce c i I l ew i s , t h e Capt a i n • Wet j o e n, a man i n ·h is 
ear I y f i ft I es , i s s I oven I y i n d res s and h ab i t s , but even s t i I I 
suggests a powerful and muscular Dutchman. He sits hunched 
forward with his hands propping up his head. lewis is as 
English as "Yorkshire pudding," a former army officer, who 
sits with his head resting on his shirt and coat which he has 
removed in order to dfsplay an old battle scar on his shoulder. 
In that they are both old military types O'Neill can use them 
to reveal the secret of their Yesterdays and destroy each 
other's pipe dream as they move in their own small circle 
within the :larger one. They can thus act as part of the Cho-
rus and add movement and momentum to the forward moving action. 
They had fought against each other in the Boer war, 
and now they can joke about wishing that they had shot each 
other. In effect, they can hide behind the mask oft heir own 
Yesterdays. At the same time that they banter with each other, 
they can act wl th the others too in such a way as to rel ate 
. 
the three circles. WLth Hope they can joke about paying up 
their bills or getting out Tomorrow. They reveal their pipe 
dreams of going home, lewis to an estate in England that is 
in the process of being settled; and Wetjoen accompanying him 
and staving as long as he likes on the way to his home In 
Cape Town. To lewis England is April, the time that they will 
go; and to Wetjoen home is symbolized by the Veldt, space where 
one can be free. For neither would there be any need for booze.40 
Rut under Hickey's influence they begin to badger each other 
40p1ays, Ill, 605. 
a t th e b i r t h d a y p a r t y i n Ac t I I , a n d b y t h e e n d of t h e .a c t 
as a part of the Chorus they are cursing Hickey in unison. 
The next morning after the party they come down determined 
to leave to get jobs that will provide money for the passage 
home. As they stand confronting each other pretending to 
wait to say good-bye to Hope, but afraid to take the first 
s t e p, t h e y I i t er a I I y s t r i p fr om ea c h o t he r t h e mas k of the I r 
self-delusion as they destroy even their pipe dreams. lewis 
can never go home because he had stolen regiment money and 
had used it for 1ambl Ing. Wetjoen had been a coward in the 
w a r an d h i s f am i I y h ad d i sown e d h I m. 4 I At t h e e n d, h av i n g 
recaptured their pipe dreams, as part of the Chorus lewis 
s i n g s , 11 T h e 0 I d Ke n t Ro a d, 11 s ym bo I I c o f t h e b r av a do of m i I i -
t a r y I i f e; and '\\/et j o en s i n gs "W a i t i n g at t he Church , 11 an o I d 
nostalgic song symbolizing the sentimentalism of Yesterday. 
Ed Mosher and Pat McGloin form another tension group. 
McGloin had been a pol iceman during the Tammany graf~ period, 
and his face
0
reflects ... a former brutality and greediness that 
whiskey has melted down into a kind of parasitic character-
lessness. He sits slumped in his chair with his head hang-
! n g s i dew a y s on one sh o u I de r • Ed Mos h er I oo ks I i k e an e I -
derly edition of the village fat boy. He has always been In-
dolent, a grafter, a con man. Having been In the circus, he 
wears f I ashy clothes, baudy rings, and a heavy brass watch 
chain with no watch. He is as slovenly as McGloin and he 
sits with his head thrown back and his big mouth gaping open. 
41Plays, Ill, 176-177. 
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Larry Slade says that Mosher and McGloln are old pals o.f Harry 
Hope's long ago when Harry was a jitney Tammany politician, 
and they have become Harry's I ifetime guests. Mosher is Harry's 
brother-in-law and had actual Iv been a pol ice 1 ieutenant back 
in the flush times of graft when anything went. But he got 
too greedy, was caught, and was thrown off the force. 
It is through Mosher that Harry Hope's wife Bessie 
is introduced into the narrative. She has been dead for 
twenty years and he remembers her as a good sister to him. 
During these twenty years Mosher has been staying with Harry, 
and Harry has never once during that time left the saloon. 
Masher's reminiscing about Bessie reminds him of his pipe 
dream: Tomorrow he is going back to the circus. \V'i 11 i e Oban, 
a one-time student of law at Harvard, taunts McGloin by say-
ing that everybody knew about not only his being involved in 
11 the take, 11 but also about his father.42 And Harry says that 
Bessie indeed could not tolerate her brother: "That Pat Mc-
Gloin is the'biggest drun.ken grafter that ever disgraced the 
... 
police force and I hope they send him to Sing Sing for llfe. 1143 
The characters can see the self-delusions hiding behind the 
masks of the others, but not one is wi I ling to see his own 
self-delusion. This constant nagging of one another and mu-
tual torment adds additional action and another dimension 
o f f e e I i n g t o t h e d r am a • A f t e r s u c h t a u n t i n g, McG I o i n i s 
crushed: He wi 11 have his case reopened because he was never 
42rlays, 111, 607. 
43tbid., P• 606. 
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proved guilty. His pipe dream was that he "took the fa·l I for 
ones higher up," and when he is exonerated he wt 11 get his 
old job back.44 
However, after Hickey's arrival for the birthday 
party, he has forced them to give up their delusions. They 
turn In their keys and turn viciously on each other. McGloin 
would rather sleep In the gutter than spend one more night 
under the same roof with that 11 1oon 11 Hickey and that 11 1ying 
circus grlfter. 114 5 But they fail to realize their pipe dreams 
and return to the saloon. It is only when they realize that 
Hickey is mad that they regain the Dream: for McGloin it was 
not the right t lme to get reinstated, and for Mosher the cir-
cus is having had times. They join Jn the Chorus at the end, 
McGloin singing "Tammany," which is a mi Id satire on Tammany 
Hall; and Mosher singing "Break the News to iv'iother, 11 a senti-
mental war song relating the brave deeds of a dead hero. 
Tammany destroyed McGloin, and Mosher was anything but ~eroic. 
Among the mo~_.t pathetic derelicts existing In this 
. mire was Joe Mott. A Negro drunk disowned by his own kind, 
a n d s e c r e t I y d i s I i k e d b y s om e o f t ho s e i n t h e gr o u p, h e I s a n 
anomaly symbolizing his race. He Is about fifty years old, 
flashily dressed in clothes that were at one time sporty, and 
on his brown-skinned face he carries a scar symbol lc of the 
belligerence of his race. He is sleeping as his head nods 
up and down. Sleepily he wakes up to ask Rocky the bartender 
44p1avs, Ill, 607. 
4 5 I b I d • , p • 68 2 • 
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for some booze, anybody's, he doesn't care whose. He h·ad 
been dreaming of Hickey's arrival, hfs drummer's jokes, and 
a b a n k r o I I t h a t w i I I k e e p a I I o f t h em d r u n k f o r t wo we e ks • 
It is Joe who f ntroduces one of the outsiders of the group 
I n t o t h e p I a y, o n e w h o i s to p I a y a n i m po r t a n t par t i n t h e 
drama and particularly in the life of Larry Slade: 11 Say, 
Larry, how 'bout dat young guy, Parritt, came back to look 
you up last night and rented a room'? 1146 In this manner 
O'Nei 11 I Inked the characters within circles, and Joe wi 11 
become the butt of the displeasure of many of them. 
Larry shortly reveals that Joe had a Yesterday in 
the same flush period as that of Mosher, McGloi n, and Harry: 
he ran a co I ore d g am b I i n g house a n d was one he I I of a s po r t • 4 7 
Wet j o en c a I I s Joe a n i gg er, 4 8 and Lew i s a po I o g i z es by s a y i n g 
that Joe is the whitest colored man that he had ever known, 
a slur even worse than the first one.49 Joe's instant vio-
lent anger turns to a good-natured grin. Nobody in the old 
days would have dared.Jo call him a nigger because he was 
the tough leader of the Dirty Half-Dozen Gang. His Yester-
day was the ownership of the only Negro gambling house in the 
city. Everybody in those days said Joe was alright: 11 You 1 re 
alright, Joe, because you are white. 11 50 
After Hickey's arrival, however, Joe is completely 
46p I a ys, I I I, 583. 
471bid., P• 505. 
4 8 1bld., P• 598. 
491bid., P• 599. 
501bid., P• 600. 
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changed. His pacifism has turned into belligerence. Ln an· 
aggressive tone he declares that he will not drink with 
H i c k e y e v e r a g a i n • 11 l i s t e n t o me, yo u w h i t e b o y s ! Do n ' t you 
get it into your heads I's pretendin' to be what I ain't, or 
dat ain't proud to be what I is, get mei Or you and me's 
going to have trouble.nSI This is the mask that Joe wears to 
cover his self-delusion. He is viciously replied to by Margie, 
one of the three pros ti tut·es: 11 \·~hat a noive! just because 
we act nice to him, he gets a swelled nut! If dat ain't a 
coon all over!" And her boyfriend, Chuck, says that he wl II 
"moider de nigger. 11 52 This action is a prelude to the bru• 
tal fight that occurs between Joe and Chuck in the third act 
a f t e r H i c k e y h a s d r i v e n a I I o f t h em i n to a f r en z y • Now, t o . 
Chuck Joe is a black bastard, to Rocky he is a 11 doity nigger"; 
a n d t o Jo e a I I o f t h em a r e w h i t e s o n s o f b i t c h es • 5 3 Jo e 
throws his key down on the bar and says that he is finished 
with this dump for keeps. He is leaving to join his own people 
because he l's sick and ti.red of messing around with white men. 
... ... 
He gulps down his whiskey and defiantly throws the glass on 
the floor. His pipe dream is now revealed. He comes back 
drunk because he didn't have enough guts to stick up some one, 
so he started panhandling drinks in some joint. His excuse 
is that he wasn't fool enough to get mixed up in some crap game, 
11 no t w h i I e H i c k e y 1 s a r o u n d • C r a z y p e o p I e p u t s a j i n x o n you • 11 5 4 
5 IP I ay s, I I I , 637. 
521bid., P• 637. 
53 1bid., P• 672. 
541btd., P• 723. 
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In the end he sings with the Chorus his song, "All I Go·t Was 
Symparhy, 11 a lyric about a Negro in trouble telegraphing his 
baby for help; but all he got was sympathy. 
James Cameron, Jimmy Tomorrow, symbolizes the To-
rno r row s t h a t a I I o f t he c h a r a c t e r s a r e w a i t i n g f o r • A o n e • 
time Boer correspondent, he Is now in his fifties, fat like 
a bloodhound with jowls, still with an intelligent glint In 
his eye. At the same time he is much like a Victorian old 
maid. He sleeps with his chin on his chest and his hands 
folded in his lap. He awakens with a maudlin speech to the 
b i ck er i n g L ew I s a n d I// e t j o en t h a t t he Boer 'War i s o v er , t h a t 
each had played fairly and had played the game untl I the 
better man won and then they shook hands: they are al I 
brothers now under the flag on which the sun never sets. 
Then with tears in his eyes he quotes with great sentime.nt: 
"Ship me somewhere east of Suez --. 11 55 In the next instant 
he says, "Tomorrow, yes. It's high time I straightened out 
and got down to busin~ss again. 11 56 Immediately he falls back 
into drunken s I eep and begins to talk about no more loafing 
around, sprucing himself up, and having a well-groomed ap-
pearance. Sti I I dreaming he says that he won't go for the 
interview with his old paper because when he was out two or 
three years aqo he met an old friend who told him if he would ,, 
w a it a w h i I e be f o r e m a k i n g a pp I i c a t i o n t h a t h e c o u I d d em a n d 
a great deal more than his old salary had paid him for report-
5 5 P I a y s , I I I , 5 99. 
56 1bid., P• 600. 
I 7 I 
ing. Hope looks at this moment at Jimmy and says that "Poor 
Jimmy is off on his pipe dream again. 11 57 
Hickey is relentless; he collars Jimmy and tells him 
that he can know no peace until he has got his old job again, 
and he can not put it off unti I tomorrow. At the birthday 
party Jimmy is plainly drunk, but it has no effect on him. 
Beneath his pathetic assumption of gentlemanly poise he Is 
frightened and shrinking. Jimmy has pretended beneath his 
mask that when he returned to Cape Town after the war that 
he had discovered his wife with another man and that he had 
subsequent Iv taken to booze. Hickey interrup-ts and tel Is 
J lmmy th at a I I of them know that Jimmy was already drinking 
before he came back and II f OU n d her I n the hay with a staff 
off lcer. II The real fact is that Jimmy was glad she left him 
because he was sick of 11 her hating him for getting drunk. 11 58 
The self-delusion ts stripped away, and Jimmy stares at him 
strickenly. 
In the third .. _acL Jimmy is trying to leave, but be-
fore he goes he tries to sneak Larry's drink. Hickey sees 
him just as he,is about to down it and stops him, whereupon 
Jimmy throws the drink in Hickey's face. "You dirty swlne1 11 59 
he says and dashes from the room. Having failed fn attaining 
his Tomorrow Jimmy returned and now has a face that looks 
embalmed. He admits that he was always a drunkard and that 
5 7 P I a y s, I I I , 604. 
581bid., P• 657. 
591bfd., P• 686. 
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he was fired because of it. He has nothing left now; t.he 
raw hurt is laid bare. And with the Chorus he sings "A Wee 
Dock and Doris, 11 symbolizing no harbor and no love. 
The person most chronically addicted to alcohol and 
the one whose nervous system is all but destroyed is ·:vii lie 
Oban, a bri Iii ant drop-out from the Harvard School of Law 
whose father had died In prison. His faded blond looks are 
in keeping with his scarecrow appearance, and his clothes 
look like dirty blotting paper. His shoes are wrecks and 
they are fall Ing apart; he wears no socks and his bare feet 
show through the holes that he has tried to lace with twine 
and wire. He sits with his arm hanging down and his head 
resting on the table, now and then twitching and muttering 
In his sleep.60 He is the symbol of the lost son who is 
' 
searching for the father that he both loves and hates, and 
his every utterance and action is one of anguish and torment. 
As he ls jolted back to life twitching and mumbling, his first 
words are, "i't•s a liG;.! Papa! Papa! 11 61 Rocky and Larry are 
the only ones now awake, and as they see WI II ie in the worst 
s t a t e t h a t h e h a s e v er b e e n i n t h e y r em a r k t h a t h e i s t h e I u c k y 
one among them because he hasn't much further to go. from 
them comes the information that Will ie 1 s father was a gangster 
who had made a fortune from the bucketshop game before the 
cops caught him. In his twitching dream, as if in response 
to the accusation, Willie yells, "It's a God-damned lie! Oh, 
60Plays, Ill, 577. 
61 Ibid., P• 580. 
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Papa! Jesus Jll62 Wi I I le awakes again, now drunk from the 
huge drink that he had swallowed and te·11s about .his I ife. 
His father had forced him to go to Harvard against his wl I I 
In an attempt to appease his own conscience, to add some 
class to the family, and to have a lawyer close at hand. It 
w a s no t I on g t h a t h e w as t h e r e be f o r e e v er yo n e k n ew who h i s 
father was, and he was brutally taunted. However, in bitter-
' 
ness, defiance, and shame he discovered the loophole of whls• 
key and through it escaped his father's jurisdiction. Abrup• 
tly he says that he wishes Hickey, the Great Salesman, or 
Death Ian intuitive statement that they are one) would come. 
He then bangs on the table with his knuckles and sings a 
dirty version of 11 Satlor Lad. 11 Ironically he concludes by 
saying that now a 11 good woman enters our mariner's llfe."63 
This Is obviously a satirical remark on the prostitute in the 
song, but at the same time it introduces the theme of the sym-
bo I ic levels on which the women both in and out of the play 
w i I I co n tr i but e t o the s t r u ct u re of t he dram a • 
... 
The next time Wi I I ie speaks is after the arrival 
of the peacegiving Hickey. They are al I at the birthday 
party and when Wi 11 le is offered a drink he refuses it be-
cause he Is tapering off. His pipe dream is revealed when 
he says that Hickey has lent him the money to buy back his 
clothes so that he can go down to the D. A.'s office and ask 
for a job. For after all, the D. A. and his father were 
62 P I a y s, I I I , 5 8 I • 
631bid., PP• 596-597. 
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friends, and his father certainly bad been guilty of n.o. crime. 
The next morning he comes down dressed, but his face Is sick 
and his nerves are in a shocking state of shakes. He eyes the 
bottle on the bar and says that he didn't come down just be-
cause he needed booze. His legs are shaking so badly that 
he says th at he w i I I s i t do w n and w a i t for a few mi nut es • I m-
m ed i ate I y he spies the young outsider Parrltt who has come to 
find Larry, and he offers his legal services to Parritt. Par-
r i t t answer s t h a t h e doe s n ' t need a I aw ye r b e c au s e t he c ops 
are not after him. We find of course that they are. Hickey 
enters the bar, and in great trepidation Willie glances at 
him, jumps from his chair, and leaves, only to return in the 
end utterly defeated. But In chorus with the others in the 
end after Hickey has left he sings again the "Sailor lad." 
The two bartenders are Rocky Pioggi and Chuck Morel I~ 
and they symbolize the low Italian's association with crime 
during this period. Both are of Italian extraction, Rocky 
swarthy and ~eady-eye~; and Chuck thick-necked and barrelchested, 
swarthy, and dressed In the manner of a sport. As outsiders 
they are free to come and go at wi I I, but because oft heir fre-
quenting the hole, their lives have become involved with the 
inhabitants of the Bottom of the Sea Saloon. They both, how-
ever, have their pipe dreams or self-delusions that are shat-
tered upon Hickey's arrival. Rocky is a fairly goodnatured 
guy who pretends that just because he keeps the job of bar-
tender that he is not a pimp with the two prostitutes Pearl 
and Margie in his stable. Chuck and Cora, also a prostitute, 
plan to marry and move to a farm in the country. His pipe 
115 
dream fs that Tomorrow they are going to marry and the fact· 
t hat Co r a was a pros t i t u t e w ou I d n ' t bot her h f m so Ion g a s 
she didn't run around with other guys after their marriage. 
With the coming of the peacemaker they are forced to give up 
these delusions, and former friends become the bitterest of 
enemies. Rocky is forced to admit that he is a pimp, and 
Chuck ls forced to see that he can not marry because of Cora's 
past: he even becomes Corq's pimp. With their delusions re-
turned to them, fn the end they can sing as a part of the 
Chor u s • Ro c k e y s I n g s 11 Yo u B e au t i f u I Do I I , 11 s ym bo I I c o f h i s 
two hookers' returning to their former profes'sion; and Chuck 
sings 11 The Curse of an Aching Heart, 11 symbolizing the kind 
of romantic slob he was and what he might have had if he had 
not been what he was and Cora had not been a whore. 
The three girls symbolize the typical streetwalkers 
who appear in the outter circle of the play. Pearl and Margie 
work as a pair, are close friends, and dress like the whores 
. 
th e y a r e • P e a r I I s I ~.a I f an a n d Ma r g i e I s of m I x e d b I o o d • Bu t 
as a I ways w h en 0 'Ne i I I i s d es c r i b i n g t h i s t y p e of wo ma n , th ey 
are plump, pretty, lazy, good-natured, and contented with 
life.64 Cora is a thin peroxide blonde, older than Pearl 
and Margie, her face showing the wear and tear of her trade, 
but st 111 showing a do 11-1 i ke prett I ness .65 They too move 
freely back and forth because they are not prisoners of the 
saloon. However, each has her pipe dream: Pearl and Margie 
64p I ays, I I I, 61 I. 
65tbid., P• 615. 
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are not in Rockey's stable; they are tarts but certainl.y not 
whores. Cora is a prostitute, but that profession will end 
when she marries Chuck and moves to the country. These dreams 
are d es t ro ye d w hen H l ck e y arr i v es to s ave th em. Pe a r I and 
tvi a r g i e f i g h t w i t h Ro c k e y be c au s e h e c a I I s t h em w ho r. es • Co r a 
and Chuck fight and don't get married, and they al I become 
enemies and fight with one another. The peace that Hickey 
has brought them is hate and anger not to be assuaged unt i I 
they too join the Chorus in the end. Cora sings "The Oceana 
Roll, 11 the title of which Is symbolic of her profession. 
Pearl and Margie sl ng "Everybody's Doing it, 11 the title of 
which along with that of Cora's symbolizes a return to the 
trade. 
There are three other women who do not appear In 
the play, but whose characters are Important tot he plot of 
the play. Rosa Parritt~ the mother of Don Parritt, has long 
been the leader of a Leftist movement, and as such she is a 
symbol of the I iberat~.9 woman anarchist whose pipe dream was 
to I ea d th e pro I et a r i at to v i ct or y. A former mi s t res s of 
Larry Slade, who had left the movement years before, Rosa 
had made no secret to her son that many men were her lovers. 
In his eyes she was a whore. He sold her out to the police, 
and she now lies rotting in jail. It is from this act that 
Parritt is running in his search to find Larry Slade. 
For twenty years Harry Hope has not ventured out-
side The End oft he Line Saloon, not since the funeral of his 
wife Bessie. For love of her because she was such a good wo-
rn an, he h as g i v e n up h i s po I i t i c a I c a r e er • And to h er bro t her 
I / / 
Mosher she was always good and kind, and she even treat.ed 
McG Io f n w i th mi I d to I er at ion • The tr u th was t hat s he was a 
nagging shrew that despised her brother and nagged the hel I 
out of Harry.66 In fact, she is the symbol of the Xantippes 
of t h e wo r I d • 
Th e m y s t e r i o u s f i ri u r e t h a t mo v e s I i k e a pa I I o v er 
the entire play, however, is Theodore Hickman's wife Evelyn. 
Always Hickman comes to Harry's boisterlously joking that he 
h ad I e ft h i s w if e ho me in bed w i th t he i c em an. Th I s was an 
allusion to the vulgar joke, and it usually brcuqht down the 
house. This time Hickey comes with no mentioning of Evelyn· 
at all. Her fate is gradually woven tnto the plot as Hickey 
reveals that she is first dead, later that she has been mur-
dered, and finally that It was he who had shot her. He had 
killed her because of her pipe dream which was also her sym-
bo I i c f u n c t I o n i n th e p I a y, t ha t sh e co u I d r e f o rm h i m, a n d 
forgive him again and again for al I of the terrible things 
that he had done to h~_r, even the syphilis she had contracted 
from him. To Hickey she was not a wife but rather the sym-
bol le forgiving and ever loving mother. He shot her because 
he couldn't take her forgiving him any more. 
Harry Hope is the proprietor of this run-down gin 
house, the remnant and symbol of a one-time petty politician 
that has grown out of favor after the city was rid of the 
Tammany Hal I crowd. A friendly and good natured drunk he 
suri ly and gruffly houses the others who are always going to 
66p I a y s, t I I , 603. 
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pay up tomorrow or be tossed out. He banters and jokes. fretly 
w f t h a I I of th em, t ea s I n g th em t h at t hey w I I I get not h I n g 
else to drink unti I they pay up, and in the next Instant set-
ting the drinks on the house. He is now sixty and awaiting the 
arrival of Hickey who comes every year to celebrate Hope's 
bi rt h day. R at t I I n g a bo u t I i k e a bag of bones , he h I des be-
h I n d a t r u cu I e n t ma n n e r t ha t do e s no t f o o I a n yo n e , no t e v en 
his pretending that he is deaf. But now he sits at the table 
w i t h t 1 e o t h e r s w a i t i n g for t w e I v e o ' c I o c k. Aw a k e n e d by 
'/Jillie Oban's nightmare about his father, Hope peers over 
one eye of his twisted dime store glasses and tells ~ocky 
to give \:1j 11 ie a drink so that they can get some rest. Gruf-
fly he banters with Rocky about cheating him at the cash re-
gister; he is going to fire him and Chuck because nobody ever 
made as ucker out of him. With that pronouncement he fal Is 
asleep, only to be immediately rudely awakened by the screams 
of Wi I lie In a state of delerium tremens. Angrl ly he shouts 
. 
that there will be no .. more drinks on the house until hell 
f r e e z e s o v er • No o n e b e I i eve s Ho p e , a n d a I I o f t h em b e g i n 
to slash one another about their pasts. Hope announces that 
he had good friends in high up places that he could go visit 
now If he wanted to. Tomorrow .he might do just that. 6 7 1//hen 
Larry Slade tells him he won't, he answers by saying that 
Larry i s the o I d w i s e guy p h i Io sop her that he i s go I n g to 
toss out Tomorrow. And when Margie, Pearl, and Cora come in 
he remarks that he bets Qessie is turning over in her grave, 
67 Plays, Ill, 600. 
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but he cons o I es h i ms e I f t hat at I ea s t he wo n 1 t I et t hem us e · 
hi s rooms for the i r trade. 
Then suddenly Hickey appears announcing that he has 
come to bring them peace and an end to their pipe dreams. He 
taunts Hope, who has not been out of the saloon for the past 
twenty years into declaring that Tomorrow he will walk around 
th e w a r d. Hope, I f k e a I I t h e o t h er s , h at es H i c key, a n d th a f 
h a t r e d Ho p e t u r n s o n a I I t h e o t h e r s f n t h e b i tt er e s t of n am e 
c a I I I n g • At t h e b i r t h d a v par t y HI c key s u g g e s t s t h a t Hope 
d i d n 1 t r e a I I y I o v e Be s s i e a t a I I , an d Ho p e t u r n s o n h i m w i t. h 
11 you son of a bitch frying-pan-peddling bastard! 11 11 show 
you! 11 68 Later Hickey is still goading Hope, who pretends that 
the reason he has not gone out is that he has rheumatism, a 
fact which everybody knows. Terrified, he forces himself to 
go out the door and hesitantly down the street; but Immediately 
h e c om es r u n n f n g b a ck i n c r y i n g t h a t a c a r h ad a I mos t r u n h Im 
down: its imply was unsafe to be on the streets. He grabs 
. 
the bottle, slops dowr.. a drink and pours another. In his 
fright and anger he tel Is Hickey to shut his big mouth be-
e au s e h e i s a wo r s e gab!; er t ha n t hat 11 nag g i n g b i t ch, 8 es s i e 
was. 11 69 The dream at last is gone: he has no political friends 
and he hated Bessie. Al I he wants now is to pass out drunk 
and have a I ittle peace, but the I iquor has no effect on him 
or on the others, and his face is the mask of death. It is 
Hope who interprets Hickey's remarks about killing his wife 
68Plays, 111, 660. 
691bid., P• 692. 
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E v e I y n a s i n s a n i t y, a n d s o a I I of th em c a n r et u r n to t h e I r 
o I d de I us i o n s • Hope s a y s he s t i I I h as fr I ends at the Ha I I 
and he joins the Chorus singing "She's the Sunshine of Para-
d i s e A I I e y, 11 ob v i o u s I y a s ym bo I I c r e f er enc e to Bes s i e I n who s e 
love he is now safe again. 
The inner circle of the play consists of two char.a-
cters whose I Ives are ambiguously Intertwined, Larry Slade 
and Donald Parr! tt. Larry Slade is a man of sixty, white 
haired, and so filled with vermin that his long hairy hands 
are always methodically scratching. Yet he has the meditative 
face oft he mystic and the tongue of sardonic humor. Through-
out the play it is he who is able to see the self-delusions 
I n a I I t he o t he r c h a r a c t er s, an d i t i s h e who i s t h e s po k es man 
in relating the exposition concerning the background of al I 
the characters. It Is he who, for example, can even sardoni-
c a I I y po i n t o u t t o Har r y Hope t ha t he n ever Io v e d h i s w i f e 
Se s s I e b e c au s e s h e w a s s u c h a n a g g i n g b i t c h • Ev e r yo n e I n t h e 
play naturall'y accepts wh~t Larry says because they all have 
grown accustomed to his bitter mumbl lngs, and yet al I of them 
respect him for his superior wisdom and particularly for the 
great p I t y th at he a I ways d i s p I a y s • To a I I of t hem la r r y i s 
the old prlest,70 the Old Wise Guy,71 Old Cemetery,72 and the 
Old Foolosopher.73 Al I of these epithets fit him because 
70p I ay s, I I I, 574. 
71 Ibid., P• 638. 
721 bid., P• 639. 
73tbid., P• 5 78. 
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he seems to know intuitive,ly about people and things that will 
happen. It is he who alone is awake at the beginning of .the 
play and he introduces the play's theme and the nature of the 
characters. He wi I I be glad to pay up Tomorrow, "and I know 
my fellow Inmates will promise to do the same. They've all 
a touching credulity concerning tomorrows. It'll be a great 
day for them, tomorrow -- the Feast of Al I fools, wt th bands 
playing! Their ships will come in, loaded to the gunwales 
with cancelled regrets and promises fulfilled and clean slates 
and new I eases 111 74 
It is the life of a pipe dream that gives life to 
the whole misbegotten mad lot of them he says, drunk or sober. 
Herein lies the genesis of his own pipe dream or self-delusion, 
one that Is perhaps more serious than the pipe dreams of the 
others because Larry says that he has no pipe dream at al I. 
Former I y he had been a member of an anarchist group that be• 
I ieved Inequality for all, but he became disillusioned and 
I e f t t h e Mo v em en t and ~ am~ to Har r y Hope 1 s L a s t Re so r t S a I oo n 
where he took a seat in the grandstand of philosophical de-
tachment where he could observe the foolishness of others. 
It becomes clear however that the real reason that he left 
t h e Mo v em en t w as th a t h e h ad f a I I en I n I o v e w i t h Ro s a P a r r i t t , 
one of the leaders of the organization; and he could not bear 
her sleeping freely with other men. Now his only wish Is to 
die: this is his pipe dream for Tomorrow, because he Is a 
coward. 
74 Plays, 111, 578. 
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That pipe dream and his past wl 11 gradual Iv be. dis• 
covered through the arrival of Donald Parritt, who has come 
to Harry's to find Larry. Larry denies any knowledge of Par-
ritt, but Parritt 1 s persistence forces him Into recognition. 
Afraid of what Parr ltt has come to tel I him, Larry tries not 
to I l s t e n • But as t h e y a I I s i t w a i t i n g f o r Hi ck e y, P a r r f t t 
begins to unfold a bizarre story that begins with his hating 
all women because they are whores. This Is a sore reminder 
to Larry of the past. 
I t i s on I y P arr i t t who do es no t b e 1. i e v e I n Hi c k e y - -
perhaps because he is an outsider -- but even he fears Hickey's 
message of peace. At the same time there seems to be some 
kind of bond between Parrf tt and Hickey, one that Larry and 
Hickey recognize, but one that Parritt refuses to see. Hickey 
seemed to recognize Parritt on his arrival: 11 1 know damned 
well recognized something about you. ~e're members of the 
same lodge -- In some way. 11 75 Hickey says that he Is gl·ad 
that Parrltt'has come because Parritt can help him wake Larry 
... 
up to the real truth -- 11 1 don't even like the guy, or the 
feel Ing that there is something between us. 11 76 Later on In 
the third act Parrl tt expresses a growing fear of Hickey, 
"especially since he told us his wife was dead. It's that 
queer feel Ing he gives me that I'm mixed up with him some 
way.n77 
75 Plays, I I I , 624. 
761bid., P• 643. 
771bid., P• 666. 
Larry's fear of Parritt becomes clearer at the. bfrth-
day party, the second feast of Belshazzar, when Hickey tel Is 
Larry that Parrttt has come to him because Larry has to punish 
him, so that he could forgive himself. Hickey also tells 
Parr i t t th at he th i n ks L arr y I s get t i n g w i s e to h i rns e If a n d 
in the end Parrltt can rely on him for help. Again forcing 
himself on Larry, Parritt tel Is him that he knows the real 
r e a so n t h a t L a r r y w a I k e d o u t o n t h e Mo v em en t : Ros a w a s. u n -
faithful to him. In a way Parrltt says Larry ls his father, 
and in act three Parritt says, 11 • • • If the truth were known, 
you were my father.u78 However, the two quarrel violently 
under the influence of Hickey. 
The birthday party turned out to be a wake, and the 
next morning one of reckoning. Parritt now confesses that 
he sold out his mother, but he insists that his betrayal 
was solely to get money because he had got stuck on a whore 
(the reason for his having said earlier he hated all women). 
As punishment for his .. crime Parritt suggests that he will 
jump off the fire escape, but Larry again denies him and says 
that he stl 11 loves Rosa. At th is point Larry :can stand 
no more. Even though bitterly angry with Hickey and having 
sworn that he would have no more drinks on him, he tells Rocky 
to s e t t h em up. He w i I I g e t b I I n d to t h e w or I d e v en i f i t 
were the Iceman of Death treating.79 But Hickey is not yet 
finished with his message of peace. He says to Larry, "Yes, 
7 8 P I a vs, I I I , 66 7. 
791bid., P• 680. 
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L a r r y, you ' v e go t t o s e t t I e w I th h i m • I ' m I e a v I n g you e n -
ti rely in his hands. He' II do as good a job as I could at 
making you give up that old grandstand bluff.tt80 
la r r y i s forced at I as t to f ace r ea I i t y; he mus t be• 
come the executioner of his own son. Parritt's pipe dream 
mu s t now b e d e s t r o ye d : h e a dm i t s t h a t t h e r e a so n h e b e t r a ye d 
h i s mo t h e r w a s no t f o r t h e mo n e y, bu t b e c au s e h e h a t e d h er f o r 
being a whore. In the end Larry sits stonily looking ahead 
as he hears the crash of Parritt's body as It hits the ground. 
With an intense, bitter sincerity he begs for death: 11 .9e God, 
I'm the only real convert to death Hickey made here. From 
t h e b o tt om of m y c ow a r d 1 s h e a r t I me a n t h a t now ! " 8 I 
Theodore Hickman, the Iceman who cometh, and the 
most symbolic character in the play, occupies the inmost 
circle. It is his appearance to celebrate Harry Hope's birth-
day at twelve o'clock that night that al I oft he characters 
in various stages of drunken despondency have been waiting up 
to see. He does not arriye until ten o'clock, and all of the 
... 
characters are anxious that this time he Isn't coming. But 
this time he arrives not the jokester laughing about leaving 
h I s w I f e home i n bed w I t h t h e I c em an, bu t · w i t h a n ew mes s age : 
I ' m j u s t f I n. i s h i n ' f i g u r i n 1 o u t d e b es t way to s ave d em a n d 
b r i n g d em p e a c e • 11 8 2 He s t i I I h as a I I t h e m a n n e r I s ms o f t h e 
symbolical salesman, an easy flow of glib speech, persuasive 
80p1 ays, I I I, 689. 
81 tbid., P• 727. 
821bid., P• 617. 
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convincingness, an efficient business-like approach, and talent 
for kidding. From the moment he enters he dominates the play, 
and the last act is virtually a solo performance. The change 
in him is immediate from the moment that he refuses to take 
a d r i n k w i th th em and s a y s t h at he I s go i n g ups t a i rs to res t 
for a couple of hours. They want to think at first that he 
is kidding them, but as Hickey begins to speak directly to 
the pipe.dream or self-delusion of each Individual, uneasiness 
gives way to fear. He has given up his pipe dream: "Wei I, 
I finally had the guts to face myself and throw overboard the 
damned lying pipe dream that's been making me miserable, and 
do what I had to do for the happiness of al I concerned -- and 
then all at once I found I was at peace with myself and I 
didn't need booze anymore. 11 83 He tells them that he has left 
Evelyn, his wife, at home alone in the bedroom, this time not 
joking, and that he has been walking around trying to think 
up a way to save them from their pipe dreams. He is able even 
to recognize.in Donal9. Parrltt, a stranger, the need to be 
saved, and in some intuitive way he seems actually to know 
Parritt. 
Hickey particularly directs his attack at Larry 
Slade because he wi II be the most difficult to redeem. It 
is for this reason that he elicits the aid of Parrttt to pur-
sue and taunt and force Larry into self-recognition. The 
others present no real problems; for example, shortly he has 
Pearl and Margie admitting that they are whores, Rocky that 
83 PI ays, I I I, 621. 
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h e I s a p I mp, Ha r r y t h a t h e h ad no po I I t i c a I fr i en d s , a .n d 
that he hated his wife. In short the whole birthday party 
Is a complete fiasco ending with everyone trying to escape 
f r om H i ck e y. I t i s i n de ed, as l a r r y s a y s , t h e sec o n d f ea s t 
of Belshazzar with Hickey doing the writing on the wall. No 
one escapes Hickey's messaqe of peace, and the next morning, 
the time of the third act, Hickey is down to goad all of them 
Into the action of facing their pipe dreams. Under Hickey's 
messa~e of peace he has succeeded in making all of them the 
bitterest of enemies, and they resort to puting names to the 
self-delusion of one another in a manner like rubbing salt 
i n to wo u n d s • Th e i r f r i g ht en e d a n d pi t i f u I at t empts to f ace 
their realities end in such abject defeat that as human beings 
t h e y a r e s h a t t e r e d a s s y m bo I i z e d b y t h e I r comp I e t e i n ab i I I t y 
to get drunk no matter how much booze they pour down. Hickey's 
peace has turned into a furor and they turn on him In rage, 
goading him about his wife's being in bed with the Iceman. 
They are stu~ned to b~ toJd that Evelyn is dead. 
Hi ck e y kn ew t hat t hey wo u I d a I I f a i I to f ace t he I r 
s e I f -de I us i on s • He t e I I s Ro c k y w hen h e sees Harry Hope com i n g 
back to the saloon: "Of course, he's coming back. So are all 
the others. By tonight they' 11 al I be here again. You dumb-
bel I, that's_ the whole point! 11 84 That "whole polnt 11 which 
critics have overlooked or iqnored is explained by Hickey 
himself in the whole of the last act when he talks about his 
p a s t I i f e a n d p a r t i c u I a r I y r eve a I s h i s mo t i v a t i o n f o r . h av i n g 
B4p I ay s, I I I, 688. 
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come a s a s a I e s m an • T h i s r e v e I a t I o n i s a I so h f s p I p e d· r ea m • 
Hickey had been born the son of a Hoosier preacher of hell 
fire and .brimstone. In return for whose message he bilked 
the suckers of al I their money. Hickey himself became a pool 
hall bum, friendly with all the traveling salesmen coming to 
town and frequenting the local brothel. He married Evelyn, 
the richest girl in town, whose pipe dream was to reform him. 
However, Hickey continued to be a scoundrel, even giving 
Evelyn syphilis. Yet always she forgave him until finally 
he could not stand her forgiveness any more. He shot her to 
free her and himself only to find in the telling of the story 
that he really shot her because he hated her: 11Well, you know 
what you can do with your pipe dream now, you damned bltch! 11 85 
H f c k e y c am e to t h e E n d o f t h e l i n e S a I o o n to s e e k 
revenge for the deficiencies in his own nature by vicariously 
transferring his guilt (or at least forcing them to share that 
guiltl to the derelicts living there. He knew that they would 
no t. be ab I e f o I o o k i n to t h e m i r r o r of r ea I I t y, an d t h er e was 
.. · 
a diabolical glee in his watching them destroy themselves. 
11 1t was like a game, sizing people up quick, spotting what 
t h e I r p e t p i p e d r e ams w e r e , a n d t h en k i d d i n g ' em a I o n g t h a t 
I i n e, pr et en d I n g you b e I i e v e d w h a t t h e y wan t e d to be I i eve 
about themselves. Then they I ik..ed you, they trusted you, 
they wanted t·o buy something to show their gratitude. 11 86 
What they bought was fear, desperation, and death, as they 
8Sp1ays, Ill, 716. 
B61bid., P• 711. 
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unmasked their self-delusions. As a Chorus chanting with 
equcl .glee they watch the pol ice take Hickey away. 
fu Iceman Cometh then is a play about illusions and 
reality. These illusions are a composite of what each chara-
cter in the play symbolizes individually and what they as a 
whole group symbolize collectively. In presenting his play 
as some kind of parable on the destiny of man, O'Neill has 
clothed his figures in al I kinds of bibl lcal Imagery to such 
an extent that no one reading the play could be unaware that 
he is not making symbolic parallels. Hickey's ambivalent 
character symbolizes and suggests the secular saviour Freud 
who came to make man see the illusions of his life and at the 
same time the saviour Christ who came to save man from his 
sins through his own sacrifice. Twelve times in the play 
there are specific allusions to Hickey as Christ. He comes 
on the scene for the midnight party,87 he has but a short time 
tn which to complete his work, he has come to save them and 
bring them peace, there i$ a light about his eyes, he refers 
... 
to his friends as 11 8rother, 11 and he is shortly going to go 
on a long trip. He is also the son of a minister, and even 
his name means 11 divlne gift.«88 Nor can one overlook the 
scenic arrangements symbol I zing the Last Supper that Christ 
had w I th h i s di sci p I e s ( th e t we I v e men i n the s a I oo n ) and 
mo r e t h a n a I I , t h e b i b I i c a I I m a g e s s u r r o u n d i n g P a r r t t t as t h e 
betrayer Judas: he has come from a long way off !Cal ifornla/ 
87Mat thew, 27.5 
88p1ora Laughead, Dictionary of Given Names (Glendale: 
A. H. C I a r k , Co • , I 9 5 8 ) , p. I 5 8 • 
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J u d a e a ) , h e h a s b e t r av e d h i s mo th e r , h e f e I I f r om a h I g h 
place (Judas hanged himself and Parritt fell from the fire 
escape). 
Even the women are clothed with the same overtones. 
They symbolize not only the Marys in the Christian Image, but 
also Woman as O'Nei II saw her. He makes them symbols of the 
blessed Virgin by giving them names: Bessie, the diminutive. 
of Elizabeth, was a kinswoman of Mary; Cora (Corinna) means 
11 malden 11 ;89 Margie (Margaret) means 11 pear1 11 ;90 Rosa Is a 
great symbol in Catholic art for Mary; and Evelyn means 11 11ttle 
Eve, 11 91 and Eve is a type of Mary tr ad It ion al Iv cal I ed the 
New Eve.92 As different aspects of Woman, Evelyn in her 
I o v i n g a n d f o r g I v i n g r e I a t I o n s h i p w I t h H I c k e y s ym bo I f z es 
the mother role; Bessie symbolizes the role of wife, and 
Pearl, Margie, and Cora symbolize the earth mother through 
t h e i r r o I e s a s p r o s t i t u t es ; a n d 'Ro s a s ym bo I i z es t h e f em a I e 
struggling to be free of any male dominance. In every re-
. 
spect they col lectivel .. v symbo I ize (and as so support the Chrl st-
disciples Imagery) Mary the Spiritual Mother and Eve the 
Physical Mother. 
Hickey comes then not as the Bridegroom of Christ, 
a symbol of man's hope for redemption, victory over death, and 
ho.pe of salvation in a world to come, but rattier as the Iceman, 
89Loughead, P• 221. 
90 Ibid., P• 225. 
91 Ibid., P• 241. 
92Andreach, P• 95. 
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a symbol' of Death. He spreads not love but hate, and by so 
doing O'Neill suggests that religion is an illusion just as 
Freud said that it was; yet at the same time man can not live 
w I t ho u t i I I us i o n s • Each of the ch a r act er s i s h i s own s tor y 
and together they make up one bigs tory, symbol I zed by Larry 
at the end of the play: All men wait for him, but only those 
who have shed their ultimate illusions are aware that the 
final end and realized meaning of their lives is death • 
... 
VIII 
MEMORY AS HISTORY: A JOURNEY INTO HELL · 
g t v e yo u t h e o r t g i n a I of t h I s p I a y o f o I d 
sorrow, written in tears and blood. A sadly In-
appropriate gift, it would seem for a day celebrat-
i n g h a pp i n e s s • Bu t yo u w i I I u n de r s t a n d • I me a n i t 
as a tribute to your love and tenderness which gave 
me the faith in love that enabled me to face my 
dead a t I as t and w r i t e t h i s p I a y -- w r I t e i t w I th 
deep pity and understanding and forgiveness for all 
the four haunted Tyrones.I 
It took 0'Nei I I over two years to complete~ Day's 
Journey l!!.!.£ Night. He worked on it mornings, afternoons, 
and evenings; and often he emerged from his study with eyes 
red from weeping. He explained to his wife Carlotta that he 
had to write the play because it was a thing that had haunted 
him all his life and he had to forgive his family and himself.2 
He had to tel I the world the truth as artistlcal Iv as he could 
about a heritage that compelled him to go back In time to his 
family roots. To Arthur Hobson Guinn many years before begin-
ning _l,£..!!.g Dav's Journey ..!..!:1..!:.£ Nioht he wrote that he was "acutely 
conscious of the force behind life Fate, God, our biological 
past creating our present. 11 3 l2.!!..9Pay's Journey~ Night 
e v e n mo r e t h a n a I I h i s o t h e r p I a y s d r aw s f r om t h e p as t I n 
becoming 11 a play .of old sorrow written in tears and blood, 11 
!Eugene 0 1 Nei 11, .h2..!l.a Day's Journey Into NiRht 
(New Haven: Yale Universify_P.ress, 1956), p.--r;- The col-
l e c t e d e d i t i o n u s e d a bo v e w as p u b I i s h e d pr i o r t o t h e f i r s t 
publication of Lona Day's Journey into Night. Succeeding 
references .to tliTSpl av wi 11 be I nd"i'Cated by~ Day. 
2Gelb, PP• 6-7. 
3 tbid., P• 4. 
brutally revealing through symbols of setting, plot, a~d 
character the forces that shaped him, an evaluation of his 
tragic vision, and some explanation of his failures as a 
human being. 
For O'Neill the present was a cauldron in which· the 
past always bubbled. To understand, then, what he was he 
had to examine that past, however painful it might be. Al-
w a y s h e w as to r n be t w e en I o v e f o r a f at h er h e a dm i r e d f o r 
such traits as having been a self-made, successful man, a 
good provider, even tender at times, devoted completely to 
his wife Ella; yet a man complex in that he was wl lling t.o 
sacrifice his artistic talents in playing Shakespeare for the 
wealth he was assured of by playing the role of Edmond Dantes 
In The Count of Monte Cristo, a man obsessed by property, a 
proud and usually practical man who could not comprehend that 
his sons Jamie and Eugene did not think alike nor did they 
even like their father. O'Neill hated his mother for being 
a drug addict, and yet such ambivalent feelings were couched 
... 
in guilt and shame, because it was his own birth that had 
been :;o excruciatingly difficult and painful to Ella that had 
precipitated her use of huge doses of morphine that 1£d to her 
addiction. Jamie was always jealous of Ella's favoritism 
. toward Eugene, and she blamed him cruelly for having exposed 
h er b ab y E dmo n d to a f at a I a tt a c k of me a.s I e. s by de I I be r a t e I y 
coming into the baby's room. Jamie became a drunk and the 
object of his father's venom. 
The method that O'Neill uses In examining these com-
plex and ambivalent relationships is Sophoclean, that· is, 
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moving back and forth from the present to the past by means 
of highly functional and control led dialo!=Jue; and the impact 
of the play is to be found in its psychological revelation. 
For exam~le, the characters protect one another by stopping 
and lnhrrupting in mid sentence any reference to a subject 
that wi 11 cause pain tot he other at the beginning of the 
play; but as the play progresses the interruptions cease and 
the subject that was shunned because it brought such painful 
memories of the past now is revealed in all its brutal cruelty. 
This method of examining his characters is even more meaning-
ful in that the characters are suffering from psychological 
and spiritual defects rather than sociological and biological 
o n es • 4 I t i s p r e c i s e I y t h i s me t ho d o f c h a r a c t e r d e v e I o pm e n t 
that makes the play one of the most profound, most human plays 
t n wo r I d dram a. 5 
In~ Day's Journe.x into Night 0 1 Nei 11 returns like 
Ella and Jim Downey in .6.!.l God's Chi llun Got ·.;'lings, t·liargaret 
. 
Anthony Brown in The G.reat God Brown, Nina Leeds in Strange 
Interlude, Lavinia Mannon in ~nine Becomes Electra, and most 
of the characters in The Iceman Cometh into the house of the 
-
past for punishment In the hope that through such penance re-
demption would come. This house is filled with characters 
tortured as any in Dante's "Inferno" or as dismal and desolate 
as any in Eliot's \;,/asteland. 6 This journey backward is.a kind 
4srustei n, p. 340. 
SJ. Chiari, Landmarks of Contemporary Drama (London: 
Herbert. Jenkins, 1965), p. IJ9.-- --- -
6Rudo If Stamm, ":,Faithful Real ism': Eugene. 0 1 Nei 11 
and the Problem of Style• English.Studies, 40, 4 (August 
1959), P• 245. 
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of self-directed psychoanalysis; 7 and as the title indi·cates 
would imply some kind of progress. Ironically it is a pro-
gress backward into the past: into fog for Mary, into cyni-
cism and alcohol for Jamie, down the wrong road for James, 
and beyond night for Edmund. 
O'Nei I I chose as the setting for the haunted heroes 
of l£!!.g Day's Journey .!.!l.!.£ Night the summer home of the Tyrone 
family. In this his most autobiographical play he made littl.e 
attempt to disguise the source of his characters or their 
actions, chiefly memory, which comprise whatever plot the 
play has and at the same time functions to reveal them as 
people. It is this fact that has caused many critics such 
as Dav i d Das h t o v i ew t he p I a y as a k i n d of pi t I I es s ex po s u r e 
of heartbreak house.8 However, it is this sar.ie kind of time 
treatment, as Tom Driver points out, that Sophocles used in 
Oedipus Rex.9 Redford is critical Iv sound when he suggests 
that one s ho u Id judge the p I ay as art. What i s important is 
n o t t h e s o u r c e , bu t r s1,.t h e r t h e u s e o f t h e m a t e r i a I s • I 0 
This house James O'Neill had bought for his family 
as a place to escape the summer heat of New York. It was the 
only home that the family knew during the years in which 
7Raleigh, P• 83. 
8David R. Dash, "..l:.2.!la Day's Journe7 .!..!U.2..Night, 11 
Women's '·i'/ear Daily, (November 8, l956J, P• • 
9Tom F. Driver, 11 0n the Last Plays of Eugene O'Nellt, 11 
Tulane Dram~ Review, 3, 2 (December 1958), P• 10. 
IOGrant Redford, "Dramatic Art vs. Autobiography: A 
Look at·~ Dav's Journey into Night, 11 College English, 
25 (October 1968), P• 528. ~ 
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James was professional Iv acting, and the fami Iv spent many 
times there together. To each member of the 0 1Nel 11 family 
this house had especial meaning. To James it was a symbol 
of his success and achievement, to Ella it was a poorly con-
structed and i I I-appointed house and therefore a source of 
shame, to Jamie it was a retreat from his binges In New York, 
and to Eugene it had multiple significances: It was a reminder 
of his father's miserliness, his mother's shame, the sea that 
he loved, and a reminder throughout his life of an unhappy 
home ( t h e r e a s o n h e w a s a Lv a y s s o i n t e r e s t e d i n ho u s es as 
homes). 
To 0 1 Nei II, then, it was a house of memories to 
w h I ch he co u I d r et urn i n the s ym bo I i c journey for i dent I t y 
and expiation. In the play the house functions symbolically 
In relationship to the actions of the characters as wel I as 
to hfs method of revealing them. It is a large house with a 
porch surrounding a large part of it. Its gently sloping lawn 
. 
fronts the sea, which .. .always to O'Neill symbolized poetic 
aspirations and fulfi II ed desires as in the character of Ed-
mund he explains In the lyrical passages in the fourth act. 
As the p I a y open s on an August mo r n i n g ab o u t 8: 3 0 f n I 91 2, 
tv11ary and James Tyrone (symbolic of his real parents lvlary Ella 
and James O'Neill) are just coming from breakfast into the 
Ii vi ng room which wi 11 be the background of a 11 the act ion 
in the play. To the right is a formal parlor that is never 
occupied. It Is stiff and formal, and as it fronts the house 
it is a· symbo I of the mask that the house wears just as It Is 
IYO 
the symbo I of the mask that the Tyrones try to present .to 
the outside wor Id. It in the final scene oft he play wi 11 
be a symbol of Mary Tyrone's regression into the memory of 
the past when she Is heard playing the piano In a girlish, 
awkward manner after having reverted to adolescence through 
the journey of dope. To the I ef t is a dark, window I ess back 
parlor that is never used except as a passage to the dining 
room, This room is to be equated with the symbol of fog into 
which Mary passes just as she passes through the dark parlor 
to es c ape f r om t h e a cc u s i n g e y e s and a cc u s a t i o n s o f her f am I I y. 
On one w a I I s t ands a boo k s h e I f w i th a p i ct u re of Sh a k esp ear e 
above it containing works by Balzac, Zola, Stendhal, Schopen-
hauer, Nietzsche, Engels, Kropotkin, Ibsen, Strindberg, Swin-
burne, Rossetti, \Vi Ide, and Ernest Dowson. On the other wal I 
are sets of Dumas, Hugo, Charles Lever, Gibbon, histories of 
I r e I and, an d t hr e e s e ts of Sh a k es pear e. The s e book s a r e a I -
ways In view throughout the play and they symbolize the eternal 
battle between Edmund Tyrone (Euaene O'Nei I I l and his father 
... ....J 
James Tyrone (James O'Nei 11 l. To James Tyrone these books re-
l 
present anarchism, the road down which he thinks Edmund Is 
traveling, and In both the first and fourth acts this theme 
is the predominant cause of the quarrels between him and his 
father. At the same time these books represent a difference 
i n v a I u e s , t h e y a I s o r e pr e s en t t h e t h em e g r a du a I I y d e v e I oped 
of one's being always trapped by the past no matter what he 
tries to be in the present as Mary poignantly cries out at 
her husband when he accuses her of dope addiction, I I 
I I Lona Day, P• 87. 
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Both the upper rooms of the house and the outside 
never appear on stage, but they too have their symbolic func-
tions. When Mary leaves her room and goes into the spare 
bedroom as she has done before when taking dope, Jamfe im-
mediately suspects her of resuming the habit. He is right, 
because it Is to that room that she escapes into the dark.-
ness of drugs at the same time that the fog is gradually blow-
i n g i n f r om t h e s ea • As t h e f o g mo v es i n f r om t h e s ea gr ad u a I I y 
enshrouding the house, fv1ary can be heard wandering a round in 
t h e d a r k. n e s s u p s t a i r s a s s h e s I ow I y mo v e s I n t o t h e f o g of t h e 
past. Fog and the foghorn are an Important part oft he set-
ting of the play, and from the first to the last play it has 
always been to O'Neill a symbol of man's inabilit·y to know 
himself, or other men, or his destiny.12 
Fog and the foghorn are referred1to some nineteen 
t Imes I n t h e p I a y, and a I w a vs at some c r I t i c a I mom en t I n t h e 
I ives of the characters. Even the division of the play Into 
four acts supports this most symbolic function oft he fog as 
... 
both theme and setting. Act I occurs early on a bright sunny 
morning, and Mary and James look cheerful as they come in. 
Mary looks out of the window toward the sea and says that she 
fs glad that the fog has gone.13 All of the family appear 
fairly amicable toward one another. Toward the end oft he act, 
they begin to prick the skin with mild accusations and re-
minders of the past. When James prepares to go out to cut 
12falk, P• 181. 
13~ Day, P• 17. 
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the hedge he. tells Mary that it appears as If the day i.s going 
to be clear and sunny, but she rep I ies that they must take 
advantage of the sunshine because the fog always comes back.14 
As the second act opens it Is about a quarter of one, 
and no I i g h t I s com i n g i n to t h e room. T h e day h a s g row n s u I t r y 
and there ls a faint haziness in the air. Mary comes down-
stairs after a restless morning, looks out of the window and 
sees the fog beginning to come in.IS She begs them not to 
leave her because she wi 11 be left al I alone. 
By half past six in the evening, the time of the 
third act, the fog has rolled in from the Sound and hangs 
like a white curtain outside the windows. Waiting the re-
. turn of James and the boys from town, Mary in her aloneness 
has bribed Cathleen the Irish maid with a drink to stay In 
t h e s i t t l n g room to t a I k w i t h h e r • A f o g ho r n mo an s i n t he 
distance. Mary says that it is the foghorn that she hates 
because i t 11 won ' t I et you a Ione. I t keeps rem i n di n g you, and 
war n I n g you, · and c a I I j.n g you back • 11 16 The fog s he now I o v es 
because it hides a person from the world and the world from 
a p e r s o n • 11 Ho w t h i c k t h e f o g i s • I c a n ' t s e e t h e r o a d • A I I 
th e p eo p I e i n t h e w o r I d co u I d pas s by a n d I w o u I d n e v er k now • 
I wish It was always that way. It's getting dark already. 
It wl II soon be night, thank goodness. 11 17 The fog now is 
14~ Day, P• 42. 
I 5 ·Ibid., P• 82. 
161bid., P• 99. 
171b1d., P• 102. 
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symbolically inseparable from her drug escape from real·ity. 
Once more the foghorn sounds from the bay and is fol lowed by 
a c ho r us of be I I s, muff I e d by t he fog from t he c r aft anchored 
in the harbor. Mary does not hear; only her hands flutter at 
the sound. The symbolic leit-motif of the horn followed by 
the warning chorus of the ships' bells emerges indicative of 
the family fate, sounding whenever that fate asserts itself: 
Mary's fate and its effect on the mem~ers of the fami Iv are 
inevitable. Edmund returns with the dreadful news from Dr. 
Hardy that he has tuberculosis to find his mother beyond ap-
pro a c h • I n a m i x t u r e o f r a g e , h a t e , a n d I o v e h e c o n d em n s h e r 
bitterly: "It's pretty hard to take at times, having a dope 
fiend for a mother.«18 The pin pricks of the first act ha~e 
now become sabres gouging and twisting in the flesh. Mary 
goes to the window where the foghorn is moaning and the bel Is 
are crying. 
As the curtain rises on the final act the foghorn 
. 
i s h e a r d , a n d t h e f o g .. h a n g s d e n s e r t h a n e v e r a b o u t t h e h o u s e • 
James s taggers in drunk to f i n d that Edmund has turned on a I I 
the lights. In horror, he declares that everything ls too 
b r i g h t ( h e I i v e s i n t h e f o g too ) , a n d t h a t t h e y w i I I d r i v e 
him to the poorhouse yet. Whereupon he goes about turning 
off all the lights. In the mcst poetic passages in the play 
land there are many) Edmund attempts to explain something of 
what he really ls and feels inside to his father and thus 
ultimately suggests the complete symbol of the fog. 11 The 
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fog was where I wanted to be. Halfway down the path yo.u can't 
see this house. You'd never know it was here. Or any of the 
o t h er p I aces down t h e a v en u e. I co u I d n ' t s e e bu t a f ew f e et 
ahead. I didn't meet a soul. Everything looked and sounded 
unreal. Nothing was what It is. That's what I wanted -- to 
be alone with myself in another world where truth is untrue 
and I ife can hide from Itself. Cut beyond the harbor, where 
the road runs a long the beach, I even lost the feeling of 
be i n g o n I a n d • T h e f o g a n d t h e s e a s e em e d p a r t of ea c h o t h e r • 
It was like walking on the bottom of \;he sea. As if I had 
drown e d I on g a go • As i f I was a g hos t be I on g I n g to t h e fog, 
and the fog was the ghost of the sea. It felt damned peaceful 
to be nothing more than a ghost within a ghost. 11 19 
As they sit hearing the fog drip from the eaves, 
Mary Is upstairs pacing the floor in the darkest of all fogs 
brought on by her attempt to hide from a world in which she 
could not function and from things with which she could nof 
cope. In the midst of.. all this darkness it looks as though 
Jamie (:symbolic of O'Neill's brother Jamie) must be right 
when he says that there "ought to be a lighthouse out there 11 20 
somewhere. 
The attempts of four highly complex characters to 
find their ways out of this fog and to gain some insight of 
what they are is the essential plot of the play. The dlcho-
t om y o f t h e r e I a t i o n s h i p o f t h e T y r o n e f am i I y i s t h a t t h e y 
are alienated from one another through feelings of guilt, shame, 
19Long Day, p. 131. 
20 Ibid., p. I 55 • 
""'"'' 
Io v e, and h ate; a n d yet at th e s am e t i me t hey a re so c Io s e I y 
bound t o get her that a t w itch i n the . nerves of one causes a 
spasm in the other • I n the f i r st scene the f iv e major t hemes 
of t he p I a y are s t a t ed exp I i c I t I y and th e s tr u c tu r e of t he 
play is the development of these themes In terms of how they 
affect the characters: Mary's illness and the concern with 
her dope addiction, the relationship between James Tyrone and 
his sons Jamie and Edmund, James' parsimony, his fanatical 
need to own property, and Edmund's i I lness. As Walth points 
o u t I n h i s v er y e x c e I I en t a r t i c I e, t h e d eve I o pm en t of t he s e 
themes is wave-like;21 however, they are wave-like In quite 
a different way from The Iceman Cometh where 0 1 Nei 11 was deal-
ing largely with social forces that to some degree determine 
the I Ives of men. In~ Day's Journey .!..!!J:.£ Night social 
forces if they exist at all are non essential. Certainly James' 
concern for owning property is a symbol of his basic insecurity 
and at the same time Is an example of his concern for a kind 
of bas i c soc 'i a I .equ a I i t y. And Mary 1 s point i n g out that the 
... 
ho us e i s r a t h er s e co n d c I a s s a n d th a t th e P a c k a r d a u to mob I I e 
with the second-rate chauffeur is symbolic of her own shame 
for having married socially her Inferior. 0 1 Nei II, however, 
i n t h I s p I a y i s concerned w i th s u ch prob I ems as are t he sub• 
ject of Greek tragedy where man is pitted face to face with 
guilty-innocent humanity on a purely personal level. Al I of 
the terrible things that the f ami Iv do to one another are 
presented in a. relentless but passionate honesty. 
21 waith, P• 39. 
Each of the characters is borne toward his final 
destination by a series cf impulsions between which he may 
seem to .drift in a contrary direction. The rhythm of the 
play is one of movement that is regularly interructed and 
regularly resumed. It is Marv's backward movement into drug 
addiction that is the dominating factor that precipitates 
the action of the play. It is the stages of regression into 
the fog of drug addiction that form the structure of the play. 
Jamie suspects at the end of the first act that she has begun 
to take "the poison" again because he has heard her walking 
in the spare room during the night. By. the end of the first 
scene of Act I I James is convinced that she has resumed the 
h a b I t • T h e s e co n d s c en e of t h e a c t I s co n c e r n e d w i t h h e r go -
Ing to town to qet more "medicine." The third act is dominated 
by her. Already drifting in the fog of dope and essentially 
remote from reality, she reveals her feelings toward her fa-
mily. The act ends as she goes upstairs to take more dope. 
I n Ac t I V s h e h a s ma de h e r I on g day ' s j o u r n e y t h r o u g h th e fog 
... 
to the adolescence of her girlhood in a convent where she had 
wanted to become either a nun or a concert pianist. The state 
of Marv's addiction precipitates a crisis in the family that 
is augmented by the news of Edmund's illness with tuberculosis. 
E. a ch of the ch a r act er s as he r ea ct s to emo t ion a I s tr es s es 
comes to some recognition of his own aims and motives. To 
James and Jamie this recognition comes In terms of a confession 
of defeat as humi 11 at i ng as that of Hickey or Larry. For 
Edmund .alone the darkness of night into which they are al I 
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traveling Is relieved by sparks of remembered hope.22 
The final scene is a series of epiphanies in which 
the ch a r act er s goad them s e Iv es f i n a I I y into t e I I i n g one 
another the truth. James must face the fact that he is the 
cause of Mary's addiction, because in his miserliness he 
brought in a quack doctor when Mary was giving birth to Ed-
mund. His actions have also alienated the affections of his 
s o n s • J am i e w i I I a I w a y s be a d r u n k n a g g e d a n d s u p po r t e d b y 
his father. Only for Edmund has the long day's journey into 
night brought understanding and hope. He now can see the 
nature of his father's greed, his mother's addiction, and 
Jamle's jealousy of hfm. 
It is Marv's recurring illness of dope addiction that 
provides the spring board fort he Immediate action precipi-
tating the situation that exists at the beginning of~ Day's 
Journey ..!..!!J:.2. Nioht. As the play opens Mary has just begun 
her journey back Into the night of drug addiction~ The fog 
that will hide her frq.r:n her real self is the symbolical means 
by w h i c h a I I of t h e c h a r a c t e r s w i I I b e ab I e to mo v e f r e e I y f r om 
the present into the past in order to find some rationale· for 
their being. O'Nei II knew as wel I as Proust and Joyce that 
all art essentially was memory,23 and this is the device of 
mo v i n g b a c k a n d f o r t h f r om t h e pa s t t o th e p r e s en t t h a t h e 
used In permitting the characters a kind of self-psychoan-
alysis as they attempted to purge themselves of their feeltngs 
2 2w a it h , p • 4 o. 
23Raleigh, p •. 84. 
204 
of hate-love, guilt, and shame. 
Mary Tyrone at age fifty-four, as Ralelgh suggests, 
i s a s ymbo I of the idea I is tic, n eu rot i c, r e I i g i ou s I r I sh 
Catholic24 woman who has married socially her inferior. Still 
a strikingly good-looking woman, she appears displaying three 
obvious characteristics that are symbolic of her life. Her 
hair Is pure white, her hands a re never st 111 and always care-
f u I I y h I d den, and s he I s ex tr em e I y nervous • Des p I t e a I I of 
these however she sti II has the appealing simple and unaffected 
charm of a shy convent girl. She appears first on the arm of 
her husband James as they are coming into the sitting room 
from breakfast. This closeness is a symbol of their love and 
happiness, but as Mary begins to succumb to mere and mere dope 
they grow further and further apart. Never again In the play 
are they physically close together. Marv's agitation be-
comes immediately noticeable when she begins to chide James 
for his speculation in land. This abrasiveness becomes clear-
e r a s lv1 a r y g ; ad u a I I y ~ .e v e a I s h e r r e s e n t m en t tow a r d J am es b e -
cause he has never provlced her with a pro~er heme. The house 
that they are Ii vi ng in "has never been a home and it never 
w i II be.1125 To her a home was a s yrnbo I of security, a t i e to 
the past, a memory of the Ii f e that she had led with her father. 
And as she s inks more and more In to the fog of addiction she 
becomes more and more bitter and accusing. She concludes 
t h at i f J am i e h ad b e en bro ugh t up i n a r ea I horn e h e wo u I d not 
24 I Ra eigh, P• 580. 
25.!:2.!!..9. Day, P• 72. 
be the prof ltgate he is now.26 Later on in the third a~t, 
which is essentially one long monologue In which Mary reveals 
her past, she sees the house only as a place to which the men 
of the family, especially James, will return when they are too 
drunk to stand up at the bar and have another drink. 
I n t h i s t h i r d a c t t./1 a r y t e I I s C a t h I e e n t h e m a i d t h e 
story of her I ife. As a young gir I in convent school she 
had wanted either to become a nun or a concert pianist. In-
stead she had fallen in love with and married James Tyrone, 
who In a sense rather physically assaulted her eternal virtue. 
Truly for thirty-six years she had loved him and he had been 
utterly devoted to her. Yet she could not forget that he was 
an actor in a socially unaccepted profession, nor could she 
forgive him for insisting that she go along with him on his 
tours. It was on just such a tour I-hat she joined him when 
her young son Eugene (symbolic of 0 1 Nelll's brother Edmond) 
was exposed to the measles by Jamie and died. For the rest 
of her life she blames herself for the child's death, Jamie 
... 
f o r ex po s i n g h I m, an d J am es f o r i n s i s t i n g t h a t s he j o i n h I m. 
For this reason she fought having Edmund because in her naivite 
s h e b e I i e v e d t h a t Go d h a d p u n i s h e d h e r w i t h t h e c h I I d ' s de a t h 
for not being a fit mother. It is understandable that look-
ing into the past forces Mary into some way of forgetting. 
At the same time it is also a means cf rejecting the present 
such as the reality of Edmund's tuberculosis. Everything for 
w h i c h s h e h a d r om a n t i c i z e d as a c h i I d, o r a s a you n g g i r I , 
26~ ~, P• ?I. 
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had been denied her or twisted by fate Jn some cruel ma.nner. 
She nervously fingers her hair, whfch in her youth had been 
red-gold and abundant, a symbol of her aliveness and femininity 
just as it had been for Christine Mannon. However, with the 
birth of Edmund It had begun to turn snow white, and now It 
Is one symbolic aspect of her helplessness and her failure as 
a mother. Her fingers are cruelly crippled with rheumatism, 
fingers that Sister Elizabeth had once told her were the 
fingers of a concert pianist. She is now wracked with ner-
vousness, an old woman who can never find her glasses and who 
mu s t t h er e f o r e r em a I n ev er I n t h e d a r k • To I o o k for h er 
glasses she uses as an excuse to go upstairs for more dope, 
and she descends only once more in the play. The dope "kills 
t h e p a I n • You c a n g o b a c k u n t i I a t I a s t yo u a r e b e yo n d I t s 
reach. Only the past when you were happy is real ,tt27 
J am es begs Mary to for get t he pas t , b v t s h e c an no t , 
"Wh '? ' y How can I~ 
' 
the past is the present, Isn't it? I t 's 
the f u tu r e, too• \'i/ e ~ .. I I try to I i e out of t ha t bu t I i f e wo n ' t 
let us. 11 28 In the soul-chi I I Ing climax of the play which 
T I us a n em c a I I s t he g r ea t e s t t r aged y I n t he h i s tor y of Ame r I c an 
theatre and one of the greatest In western theatre,29 Mary 
finally descends the stair and moves into the front parlor. 
She is heard playing Chopin with a forgetful, stiff-fingered 
groping as if a school girl were awkward! y pr act icing for the 
27tong Day, P• 104. 
281bid., P• 87. 
29r1usanem, P• 297. 
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first time. Her white hair Is braided Into two plgtail·s, and 
h er · f a c e i s t h e ma r b I e mas k of g i r I i s h i n no c enc e • Sh e I s 
dragging behind her an old-fashioned wedding gown trimmed with 
duchesse lace. She had found it in an old trunk, but she ·doesn't 
remember now why she wanted it because she is going to be a 
nun. When James tries to touch her she shies away, again a 
s ym b o I i c mo v em en t i n d i c at i n g h i s as s au I t on he r i n no c enc e as 
I I h · · t t h t tll.w h a t I s ·, t l ' m I oo 1. -we as er regression 1n o e pas • " ,
Ing fori 11 she says. 11 1 know it's something I lost.u30 She 
pauses and a look of uneasiness comes over her, and she brushes 
her hand over her face as though brushing cobwebs from her 
brain. 11 That was in the winter of senior year. Then In the 
spring something happened to me. Yes, I remember. I fell In 
love with James Tyrone and was so happy for a tlme."31 
James Tyrone's greed indirectly causes or extends 
t h e p s y c ho I o g i c a I wo u n d a I r e ad y I n f I i c t e d o n Ma r y, w he n i n 
his penuriousness he actually has ~~r attended by an inferior 
. 
p h y s i c i a n • I t w a s th i .s do c to r w h o g a v e h e r I a r g e do s es of 
morphine when Edmund was born, and she blamed him always for 
causing her hair to turn white and also partially for being 
the reason fer her pain, just as she blamed James for bringing 
a cheap doctor when a really good one would have saved her life 
r a t h e r t h a n m a k I n g h er a s I av e t o mo r p h l n e • J am es ' gr e e d t h e n 
is the symbolic key to the disintegration apparent in himself 
30Lono £!:l, P• 172. 
31 tbld., P• 176. 
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a n d e a ch me mb e r of t h e f am i I y • 3 2 
As a man, James is ambitious, jearless In most In-
stances, and a driving father. At the same time he Is a kind, 
loving, devoted husband to Mary; yet at the same time he can 
not fathom her resenting his crudeness, his being an actor, 
his proselitizing, his thinking that people really accepted 
h i m i n t h e tow n w h e n a c t u a II y t h e y d i d no t • He i s t h e s ym b o I 
of the black lrishman33 who still has about him the smell and 
love of the land, the insecurity of not owning property, full 
of vitality, and penuriousness. However, he too is caught up 
in the fog, and the only way out of It for him is to cling 
1o the aggressive and domineering image of himself. As Falk 
po i n t s out, th i s b e I i e f t s r ea I I y a mas k th a t cover s no face 
at al 1.34 Yet it is often only the most sensitive extremists 
like James who ever see the truth or realize that their real 
self has been lost, even though they are powerless to prevent 
t h e i r ow n d e s t r u c t i o n • Th e n a t u r e o f t h i s r e a I I z a t I o n I s to 
come in his ;oul-bear!~g confession to Edmund In the fourth 
act. 
As a symbol of the misunderstood father by his sons 
and the insensitive husband to a somewhat soclal-minded and 
n e u r o t I c w I f e, J a mes appear s f i r s t i n the r o I e of th e husband 
delighted to have his wife back at home from the sanitarium to 
32chester c. Long, The Role of Nemesis in the Struc-
ture of Selected Plays by Eugene--ori\JeTTl~uer- Mouton 
&Co;;-1968·), P• ~09. 
33Raleigh, P• 590. 
34 Falk, P• 155. 
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which she had gone for the 11 cure. 11 He exudes the llttl.e boy's 
happiness that Mary has returned home to the family, and he 
reflects the naive view that she wl II remain with them cured. 
The ambivalence and complexity of his character appears In 
h i s d I s tr u s t o f h i s so n s ' 11 co o k i n g u p s om e n e w s c h em e to 
touch the Old Man. 11 35 On the other hand, he Is gleeful when 
he learns that the boys were relating a particularly amusing 
incident concerning the manner In which an Irish tenant on 
James' farm had turned the tables on a Standard Oi I tycoon 
when the Standard man accused him of letting his hogs tres-
pass on his property.36 Only one Irishman could see the joke 
played by another Irishman in such high good humor, and when 
Edmund tells his father that only an Irishman could enjoy the 
victory of a poor man over the monopoly of Standard Oi I, James 
t a k e s t he o f f e n s i v e a n d te I I s h i s so n to 11 k e e p you r d am n e d 
Socialist anarchist sentiments out of my affairst 11 37 This 
a tt a c k o n h I s s o n I s t h e f i r s t i n d i c a t i o n o f t h e an I mo s I t y, 
. 
m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g , an d .. g u i I t t h a t ex i s t b e t w e en f a t h e r a n d 
sons, I n t h i s ca s e, par t I cu I a r I y Edmund. 
It is however Jamie's Immediate attack on his 
father's miserliness for sending Edmund to Dr. Hardy -- con~ 
sldered a quack -- that precipl tates the first real bloodletting 
in the play. They al I suspect that Edmund has tuberculosis, 
and Jamie argues that If his father had sent Edmund to a real 
35tong ~, P• IS. 
36 tbtd., P• 23. 
371bid., P• 25. 
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doctor I n t he f I rs t p I ace t hat E dm u n d m i g h t n·e v er have ·got 
s i c k. J am e s r e f u s e s to I i s t en a n d t o a dm I t t h e a c c u s a t I o n 
as he turns the argument on Jamie by accusing him of being 
a drunk and a whoremonger.38 The argument is st! lled only 
by turning to another one: the possibl lity of Marv's return 
to dope. Jamie has heard her wandering about the spare room 
during the night, but again James refuses to harken to the 
truth. 
( Th i s es c ape f r om t h e t r u t h i s s vm b o I i z e d i n t h e 
p I a y by f o g t h at s u r r o u n d s a I I o f t h em and by th e a I co ho I 
that fills the men. Just as Mary is able to reveal the past 
in the fog of drugs, so in alcohol we see the core of the 
characters of the men -- the sense of fa! lure used to re-
veal inner conflicts, the subconscious revelatlons.39 The 
con f I i ct bet •u e en J am f e and h i s f at h er re a c hes a c I Im ax when 
Jamie accuses him of sending Edmund to a quack doctor and to 
the state farm where he wi 11 certainly die just to save a 
. 
buck. James quickly t .. urns the attack on Jamie by accusing 
him of having no ambition, of corrupting Edmund, and of 
being comoletely financially dependent on him. Jamie retorts 
that he would never have turned out the way he did if James 
had not forced him to go on the stage against his will. 
James simply does not understand how his family can 
be what they are, and In his frustration and anger he can 
38.L I ona Day, P• 3 • 
--
39Robert E. \"/hltman, "O'Neill's Search for a 'Lan-
guage of the Theatre,'" The Quarterly Journal of Speech, 
46, 2 ( Apr I I I 966 ) , p. 16;:- -
~· · 
become very cruel. All of the characters strike out in. the 
same way, wounding so deeply that there can never be any heal-
ing and the pain is unbearable. Then they shrink back and 
feel deep sorrow for whiat they could not help doing. James 
is cruel when he accuses Edmund of being an atheist and flout-
ing the Catholic church.40 To James the church was a symbol 
of the one true faith, and his sons' denial of it had brought 
them nothing but self-destruction. He was also insensitive 
In 1ot providing a real home for his family, nor would he 
pay the wages to get even decent summer help. Mary says that 
he has lived too long in second-rate hotels to understand 
what a home Is. He wouldn't know how to feel at home in a 
real one, and yet he did want a home. He is even proud of 
h av I n g th e s h ab by p I a c e they I I v e i n • Bu t I i f e h as made a I I 
of them what they are. "None of us can help the things life 
has done to us. They're done before you realize it, and once 
they' re done they make you do other th I ngs unt 11 at I as t every-
thing comes between yo_.u and what you'd like to be, and you've 
I o s t yo u r t r u e s e I f f o r e v er • 11 4 1 
James, like the others, is afraid of life, and the 
gloomy tone that surrounds them is due to the fact that they 
are life deniers. That is, they are afraid of life and the 
death wish is ubiquitous. James Is afraid of life and he hates 
It, so he tries to f Ind escape or temporary forgetfulness by 
hiding at the bottom of a bottle. But alcohol is only an 
40Long Day> p. 77. 
411 bid., P• 61. 
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opiate and doesn't really assuage the pain, nor does it. free 
t h em fro m t h ems e I v es • I n a w a y i t I s mer e I y a me an s o f e s c ape 
that takes them even further Into the past that never really 
existed or a future that never wi II be realized.42 As a re-
suit James can accuse Edmund of being the cause of his mother's 
"' 
addiction: 11 if you hadn't been born she'd never --1143 And 
h e s to p s m i dw a y i n h I s a cc u s a t i o n , r e a I i z I n g t h e c r u e I t y o f 
his words and the anguish and pain he is causing Edmund. The 
point is that the damage ls done, and James' only recourse 
i s t h e bo t t I e • 
It is in the last act that James reveals the real 
nature of his character, and it is a revelation that ls both 
complex and poignant. At times a character may be despicab1e 
for what he does, and may deserve whatever anger he provokes. 
With the understanding of why that character is what he Is, 
that anger dissipates just as it does when James tells his 
story to Edmund. His mother had been forsaken In America, a 
foreinn land; by her Irish husband and left with four small 
... 
children. James was the oldest left at home, and at ten he 
was forced to become the man of the house, working in freezing 
co I d f a c to r i es I n w I n t e r a n d i n r o as t i n g h ea t i n t h e s u mm e r 
for fifty cents a week to help support his family. His mother 
washed and scrubbed floors for some wealthy Yank; yet there 
was never money enough for food. The one great fear that his 
mot her h ad, as b r ave a n d s tr on g as sh e was , was th a t s he wo u I d 
42#hitman, P• 168. 
43~ Day, P• 142. 
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get sick and die in the poor house. Money then became ·a symbol 
to h i m o f m a t e r i a I s e c u r i t y, a n d i t h a d r u I n e d h i s I i f e • As 
a promising young Shakespearean actor he had been greatly 
commended for his roles of Brutus and Cassius with Edwin 
Booth -- he gave up his ambitions in order to make a quick 
fortune when he bought the rights tofu Count of Wonte Cristo. 
Acting the rcle of Edmond Dantes had brought him a fortune of 
' forty thousand a year and had made him a rich man, but it had 
cost him his soul. "":Vhat the hel I .was it I 'wanted to buy, I 
wonder, that was worth -- 11 44 I'd be wi 11 i ng to have no home 
but the poorhouse in my old age if I could look back now on 
h a v i n g b e e n t h e f I n e a r t i s t I m i g h t h a v e b e e n • 11 4 5 Bu t t h e 
pas t I s gone, a n d James i s what he i s : a m I s er and a I ways a 
stranger to his wife and sons. The bitter irony of his cha-
racter seems to be summarized when he says to Edmund at the 
end of his epiphany, "The glare from those extra lights hurts 
my eyes. You don't mind if I turn them out, do you: We don't 
need them, a~d there'~ .. no use making the Electric Company rich.n4c 
Jamie Is perhaps the saddest character In the play 
be.cause he is so much av ictlm of I ife. As the older of the 
two s o n s h e h as s e en t h e d i s i n t e g r a t I o n o f w h at e v e r f am i I y 
I lfe/ there had been when his mother began to take dope. In 
many ways he is the outsider because he is despised largely 
by his father because he did or could not follow in his father's 
44~ Day, P• ISO. 
45 I bid., p. I 5 I • 
46 I b i d • , p • I 5 I • 
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footsteps in.the theatre, and being forced onto the stage that 
pained him so he had found an antidote tn alcohol and women. 
Blamed also by his mother fort he death of his younger brother 
Eugene, he could feel only guilt; and Mary made no secret that 
Edmund was her favorite. Sti 11 he as wel I as Edmund had to 
undergo that svmbolic search to find the father even if it 
meant pain and self-destruction. It Is he then that acts as 
a catalyst for the others. He rebukes his father fer not ob-
tainlng the best medical treatment for Edmund and thereby 
forces James into feeling quilty for his miserliness and lack 
of concern for his son's health. It is he who notices first 
that his mother Is back on drugs, and when he apprises James 
and Edmund of that fact both of them bitterly attack him be-
cause they do not want to face the truth. His love Is too 
painful fer him to bear, and so vicariously it is he who must 
confront ~is father most directly for being the cause of what 
they al I have become. His great compassion for humanity emerges 
when he retu~ns in th~ fourth act from having accompanied Ed-
mund to the doctor's office and stumbles drunkenly in from 
the fog. H i s f i r st words s ymbo I i z e t h e s i tu a t ion of t h e w ho I e 
faml ly. 11 The front steps tried to trample on me. Took ad-
I 
va~tage of the fog to waylay me. Ought to be a I lghthouse 
out there. Dark in here, .too.tt47 Symbo I lea 11 y he is saying 
t h a. t t h er e i s no t h I n g o u t s i de o f t h e ho u s e o r t hems e I v es to 
g I v e new d I r e c t i on to t he i r I i v es , and i n s I de they w i I I a I ways 
remain darkly strangers. He has just come from a house of 
4 7.!:.2.rul ~' p. 155. 
prostitution where he had made love to Fat Violet who was 
a bo u t t o b e f i r e d be c au s e s he was too u g I y an d was n c t b r i n g-
ing in any business. He had felt sorry for her in a way that 
he h ad not w i th h a r I o t s be f o r e i n much th e s am e way th a t C' Ne i I I 
had always looked on them. 11 Harlots and Hunted have pleasure 
of their own to give. The vulgar herd can never understand. 11 48 
In his final epiphany Jamie relates his feelings to 
Edmund. Cruel I y he asks Edmund, '"')/here's the hophead? Gene 
to s I eep? 11 49 Edmund curses him and bodily attacks him. r/i-
s e r a b I y J am i e s a y s t h a t h e h a d t h a t com i n g t o h i m • No I o n g e r 
a b I e t c f o r g i v e h e r f o r w h a t s h e h a s do n e to h i m, h e now h a t e s 
her • 11 I sup po s e 1 c an 1 t for g i v c h er - - yet • It meant so 
much. I'd begun to hope, if she'd beaten the game, I could, 
too. 11 50 So he too is now lost forever in the fcg of alcohol. 
Confession is not complete unti I he tel Is Edmund that he 
r ea I I y h ad i n t r c du ced ;, i m to women and I i q u c r p u r po s e f u I I y 
to corrupt him because he felt jealousy and hatred toward him. 
He hates Edmund because his birth started Mary on dope. At 
the same time he loves his brother, he tells him not to trust him 
even when Edmund gets back from the sanitarium. Edmund must 
not die on him because Edmund is all he has left. He recites 
... s~rdonical ly from Rosetti: "Look in my face. My name is 
fl/tight-Have-Been;/ I am also cal led No rv'.ore, Too Late, Farewel I • 11 51 
It is Edmund Tyrone alone who in A Lona Day's Journey 
48~ Day, p. 160. 
491bid., P• 161. 
so1b1d., P• 162. 
51 1bid., P• 168. 
Into Night who, like Eugene O'Neill in real llfe, emerg.es from 
the fog with some hope of survival. He can survive because 
his sickness is physical. Though his moral nature may be some-
what warped, It Is fundamentally sound; whereas, the s lckness 
in the others is moral In that they have lost the capacity to 
love and the wi 11 to act.52 Edmund has wl thin him a warmth 
and potentiality that the other characters do not have. His 
capacity to love has not yet been tapped or tested, and where 
there Is love there Is light that will direct him out of the 
fog. like his name sake in 15.l!!.s Lear he too Is an outcast. 
He suffers much as the others do, but he is the only creator 
among them -- he writes -- and only he is really alive. He 
becomes concerned with order and justice as symbolized in th~ 
bocks that he reads. And in the end he has become absorbed 
completely with the processes of nature, especially those of 
the sea where nature and the unconscious become symbol !cal ly 
one.53 
In physical ~ppearance Edmund is a composite of both 
h i s mother a n d h I s f at her • Bot h of th em s ymbo I I z e the persons 
t h a t h e i s t r y i n g to f i n d, a n d i n t h e e n d h e w i I I f i n d t h em 
only in terms of himself. Whereas Jamie looks precisely I Ike 
h1is father whom he idolized and who rejected him, Edmund is 
! 
very much like his mother in his hands with exceptionally long 
/. 
fingers. He even has her nervous sensibi 1 ity, but his nose 
a n d h i s f a c e i n prof i I e a r e h i s f a t h er ' s • l i k e mo s t boys 
52Edd w. Parks, "Eugene O'Neil l's Quest," Tulane 
Dr am a Rev I ew, 4 (Marc h I 966 ) , p. I 04 • 
53Falk, P• 185. 
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subconsciously searching for the father image, the rout.e most 
often taken is through the mother; and Edmund Is much closer 
to his mother than he is to his father. In the beginning he 
blames James for all of the family's ills. And it is only 
through much painful soul-searching and hurt to one anoth~r 
that he comes to some understanding of the family relation-
ship, particularly an understanding of his father. 
It ls lv1ary 1 s recurring addiction and Edmund's tuber-
culosis that trigger the action in the play. Mary refuses to 
r e cog n I z e Edmund 1 s s er i o u s i I I n es s a n d f i n d s r e I i e f i n d r u gs ; 
Jamie and James must face the reality of the situation and 
each in his own way copes with it. It is the manner in which 
they cope with these two problems that takes them back and 
forth from the present to the past. Edmund did not know for 
a long time about his mother's illness, and when he found out 
ab o u t I t h e b I am e d h i s f at h e r, a n d t h e I o v e - h a t e r e I a t i o n s h i p 
began. Edmund sensed his father's miser I iness more than he 
actual Iv observed it, because as far as he was concerned the 
... 
house they lived in, the people they knew, the car they drove, 
and the people his father was friends with were adequate 
o r i f h e d i d k now I t d i d no t ma tt e r to h I m • l t w a s mo r e i n 
1phi losophical concept that he came to blows with his father. 
The difference In their beliefs was made immediate In the 
arrangement and type of books noted In the I ivinq rcom. Ed-
mund had discovered early that the way to agitate his father 
the quickest and the most was through attacking the Irish, 
Catholf.clsm, or Shakespeare !who James avowed was Irish). 
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Yet Edmund too must share the guilt because hf.s 
mother accuses him directly of being the cause of her sickness. 
She turns on him with a hard, accusing antagonism -- almost a 
revengeful enmity. 11 1 never knew what rheumatism was before 
you were bornl 11 54 Edmund reminds her of her attempted sui-
cide, and he also tells her that he must go to a sanitarium 
In order to hurt her as she has just hurt him. 11 1t 1s pretty 
hard to take at times, having a dope fiend for a mother. 11 55 
Her cutting reply is that she hopes sometime she wl 11 take an 
overdose. Again it is their too deep love that causes them 
to wound so irrevocably. 
I n the fourth act Edmund and James s i t In the d Im 
light playing casino listening to Mary's mad walking upstairs 
and waiting for the drunken Jamie to come back from the village. 
James has revealed his life and feelings to Edmund, and because 
it is a time for self-confession, Edmund now attempts to tell 
his father something about his own self. 3ut confession does 
noti. come unti I after g..reat pain; James accuses Edmund of being 
the cause of his mother's habit, and Edmund retaliates that 
the whole town wi I I know what a miser he is if he sends him 
to t h e s t at e f arm • As th e y s i t p I a y i n g car d s , get t I n g d r u n k 
and confessing, and listening to Mary Edmund says: 11 Yes, she 
moves above and beyond us, a ghost haunting the past, and here 
we sit pretending to forget, but straining our ears listening 
for the slightest sound, hearing the fog drip from the eaves 
54lono Day, p. 116. 
55tbid., P• 120. 
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tike the uneven tick of a rundown clock, crazy clock --·or 
11 k e the dreary tears of a trollop spattering In a puddle of 
stale beer on a honky-tonk table top! 11 56 
He then tries to explain to his father the nature of 
h Is search that has taken him to many places and how on the 
sea he had found peace. The sky and sea slept together. 
"Then the moment of ecst~tic freedom came. The peace, the 
end of the quest, the last harbor, the joy of belonging to 
a f u I f I I Im en t be yon d man 1 s I o u s y, p I t I f u I , gr e e d y f ear s a n d 
hopes and dreams! And several other times In my 1 ife when 
w a s s w i mm i n g f a r o u t , o r I y I n g a I o n e o n a b e a c h • 11 5 1 I t w a s 
a mi s t a k e h I s be i ng bo r n a man. 11 I wo u I d have been much more 
successful as a sea gul I or a fish. As It Is, I wl II always 
be a stranger who never feels at home, who does not really want 
and is not really wanted, who can never belong, who must always 
be a little in love wt th death. 11 58 Sti II in all of this, he 
at last comes to some understanding of his father and the 
o ~ h e r m em b er ~ o f h i s f .a m i I y • Mo v e d, h e s t a r e s a t h i s f a t h er : 
11 I ' m g I a d yo u ' v e t o I d m e t h i s , P a p a • 
now • 11 S-'9 
know you a Io t bet t er 
In the end, then, the characters have reached the 
end of their struggle toward honesty, and what they have.found 
f s hope I es s r es i g n a t ion , h e I p I e s s I o v e, a n d I on g I n g for de a t h • 
56Lonq Day, P• 152. 
57~bid., P• 153. 
581bid., PP• 153-154. 
591bid., P• 151. 
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1\~an can I ive by i I lus ions 0'f'<ei 11 says and he can I ive .bv 
faith -- which is probably the same thing -- but ultimately 
neither is any good. The characters realize that their own 
act ions are a t I ea s t par t i a I I y res pons i b I e for ma k i n g t hem 
what they are. The play is a play of character involving a 
pro CJ r es s i v e an d t ho r o u g h r e v e I a t i o n o f mo r a I c h a r a c t er , 
brought on and controlled by thought, and made apparent in 
itself and in feeling and action. The three masks that i'./ary 
wear s -- t he ma s k of con f I i c t between t ern pt at ion and res i s -
tance, the mask between the drugg~d and normal state, and 
the mask of a do I es c enc e and o I d age - - are f i n a I I y st r i pp e d 
away; and the two masks of love and hate that the others wear 
are torn away to reveal the naked, tcrtured selves. They 
learn that to know the truth (divine or personal) is to 
know or learn cor::passion which is the only force that can 
mitigate the horrors of existence in this world. Justice 
itself is compassion, and compassion can be had only through 
~nderstanding. This t.ragic journey that led to understanding 
and forgiveness is the one that O'Neil I wrote and the one 
t h a t h e I i v e d i n a I I i t s u n r e so I v e d a go n y • T h e s a I v a t i o n 
of the play lies in Edmund's survival to live to become the 
~ 
great artist Eugene 0 1Nei I I. It could well be O'Neill 
speaking when Jamie at the end of the play quotes Swinburne's 
11 A Leave-Takins;. 11 
11 let us rise up and part; she will not know. 
let us go s ea ward as t h e great w i n d s go, 
Fu I I of b I o om and s and a n d f o am; w h at he I p i s here'? 
There is no help, for all these thinos are so, 
And a I I th e wo r I d i s bi t t er as a tear • 
And how these things are, though ye strove to show, 
She wo u I d know. 
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11 Let us go hence, my song; she wi 11 not hear. 
L e t u s go h enc e t o g e t h e r w I t ho u t f e a r ; 
Keep silence now, for singing-time is over, 
And over al I old things and al I things dear. 
She loves not you nor me as we love her. 
Yea though we sang as angels in her ear, 
She would not hear." 
... 
CCNCLUSICN 
To O'Nei I I tragedy had the meaning the Greeks gave 
it, and it was their classic example that he tried to follow. 
He believed with the Greeks that tragedy always brought ex-
altation, an urge toward life. The spectacle of a performed 
tragedy roused men to spiritual understandings and released 
them from the petty greeds of everyday existence. Any vic-
t o r y t h at m a n c o u I d w r i n g f r om I i f e w as a n i r o n i c o n e t; e c au s e 
Fate ultimately triumphs. It was only the dream that kept 
man f i g h l,i n g, w i I I i n g, I i v i n g. 
0 'Ne i II 1 s p h i I o s op h y of I i f e an d h i s ow n f am i I y r e-
1 at ions he adapted dramatically in his tragedies. He believed 
t h a t t h e t r a g e d y o f I i f e i s w h a t m a k e s i t w o r t h w h i I e • An y I i f e 
t h a t mer i t e d I i v i n g I i es i n th e e ff or t to r ea I i z e some dream 
an~ the higher that dream is the harder it is to realize. Life 
to him was a gorgeously-ironical, beautifully-indifferent, 
splendidly-suffering bit of chaos~ the tragedy of which gives 
Man a tremendous signi,ficance. Without his losing fight with 
fate he would be a tepid, silly animal. 
Part consciously and part unconscious Iv O'Nei 11 in 
h i s own I i f e a n d i n h i s d r g.m a was t r a c i n g t he t r a g i c pat h of 
his family cycle. This cycle he studied and dramatized through 
symbols in each play. In the early plays 0 1Nei I I had cloaked 
the members of his family in guises which he symbolized in 
such plays as Yank in The Hairy Ape, Jim and Ella Downey in 
All God's Chillun Got ':Vings, E.ben Cabot in Desire under the 
Elms, Dion Anthony in The Great Q££ Brown, Nina Leeds in 
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Strange Interlude, Lavinia Mannon in Mourning Becomes ~lectra, 
Larry Slade and Donald Parritt in The Iceman Cometh. At last 
like Lavinia Mannon O'Neill had brought himself to face his 
dead. He In his last major play faced them head on, not 
bo t her i n g t o a I t er any au to b i o gr a p h i c a I de t a i I s , except for 
t h e s a k e of dr am a t i c i n t e n s i t y • ~ D a y ' s Jou r n ex i n to N I g h t 
was the f lnal play in which 0'Nei I I wrote himself as a lead Ing 
character (this time undisguised except for the nameJ; Edmund 
Tyrone became the last in O'Neil l's long gallery of conscfo~s 
and unconscious self-portraits. 
In each of these eight plays 0'Nefll is experimenting 
wfth symbolism or new dramatic forms. The problem concerning 
O'Neill in The Hairy Aee was how to define the role of soul-
destroying materialism in the modern world and the way man 
'"~-
we n t a bo u t c o n f r o n t i n g t h a t m a t e r i a I i s m • I t i s a n i n t e I I e c t u a I 
concept, then, that underlies The Hairy Ape. Apparently O'Neill 
felt that realism was an insufficient means of presenting his 
concept dramatically._ .. He decided on a form that he called 
super-natural Ism. By this he seems to have meant a combination 
of naturalism and expressionism, because for the first time 
he used effectively a highly stylized, symbolic setting in 
which he presents Yank Smith as an Everyman deterministlcal ly 
caught somewhere between primitive and Intellectual man on the 
scale of man's social evolution. Yank is forced into an aware-
ness that he Is a mi sf it as a stoker and that he can not func-
tfon in the materialistic world symbolized by the mannequins 
I n t h e · F i f t h Av en u e scene • T he n at u r a I i s t I c as p e ct s of the 
play show that man is destroyed by naturalistic forces represented 
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tn thrs case by materialism. The experimental devicu·that 
he uses, however, are in the symbolic expressionism he uses 
in two scenes In the play: the Frfth Avenue scene In which 
the rich pictured as mannequrns and wearing masks can not even 
see Yank physically or be aware of his humanistic presence 
among th em;-- and the f i n a I. scene i n the zoo when Yank enters 
the gori II a 1 s cage and symbolical Iv tries to change places 
wrth him, only to be crushed by the gori I la that he both 
p h y s f ea I I y a n d men t a I I v r es em b f .es • 
All God 1 s Chillun Got Wings is the frrst attempt by 
an American author to show through plot and character the Im-
po s s I b i I i t y of t wo m emb er s o f d I ff e r en t r ac e s t o f i n d r e a s o n 
and compatibility rn a marriage predictably doomed and di sap• 
proved of by both races. The symbolic device that O'Neill 
experiments with largely in this play is color -- Black and 
White -- both In the setting and in the characters. The me• 
thod of the play ls here essentially realfstic; however, ro-
mantic overtones permrz.ate all of the actions: namely overtones 
emanating from the love affair between Jim and Ella Downey. 
The contrasting of the Blacks and '\V'hites in both their Ideas 
and their actions is achieved essentially through the sym• 
.bolic settings and songs that suggest both social disapproval 
and the Inner weakness of Jim and Ella that lead to their 
destruction. Hence 0 1 Nelll uses experimentally a symbolic 
s e t t i n g a g a i n s t w h I c h to t e I I a r om a n t i c I o v e s to r y • Th e 
most striking symbols that he uses in the play to contrast 
the differences between Black and White are the thirteen 
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songs equally divided among the Blacks and Whites and used 
to emphas lze the act ion oft he plot and the nature of the 
character. Whatever ambiguities and complexities O'Nei II 
Intended to convey through his symbols, he certainly fn the 
play mak~s it clear that it is not a play about miscegenation. 
0 1 Nei II next decided to experiment with a play deal-
ing with symbolic tragedies of a personal and Intimate nature. 
For his plot he turned to Greek Tragedy to dramatize the 
them~~ of Infanticide In Medea and Incest In Hleeolytus. Re-
turning tn this play, Desire under the Elms, to the method of 
almost pure natural Ism, 0 1Nei 11 sets his characters in a New 
Eng I and suffer I n g the I as t v es t i g es of a d ec a y I n g Pu r I tan f s m • 
This too was an Innovative idea In American drama. In the 
p I o t of Des i r e u n de r ~ E I ms , 0 'Ne i II d I d r e I y on many of 
the Incidents of the Greek myths, but as an experimenter he 
was not always satisfied with the way they met their ends. 
It Is clear that he was not trying to domesticate Greek tra-
. 
gedy1 and this Is the .. reason why the play refused to judge. 
Therein lies much of Its greatness. His symbols are essen• 
ti ally revealed In the background props of the setting; how-
ever, this time the setting Is not the stylized, expression-
istic ones that he had used in the two scenes of The Hairx 
Ape and in the whole of Al I God's Chi I lun Got Wings. They 
are primarily the house and the elms that droop over It like 
the bodies of women, the barn, the gate, the stones, the fences. 
In effect 0'Nei 11 returns to the natural lstic style to give 
express·lon.to this elemental tragedy. 
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The symbolic devfce that 0'Nei I I experiments with In 
o n e o f t h e mo s t s ymb o Ii c ex pr es s i o n is t i c p I a y s f s t h a t of t h e 
mask. As a student of Greek drama he knew that Greek drama• 
tlsts had used masks to emphasize character traits or partJ• 
cular ~tlfs, and he had used them himself in fu 'Emperor 
Jones and In lb..! Ancient Mariner. And in The Hairx Ape he 
had used a kind of painted-on mask (gauze, putty, make-up) 
to symbolize the artificial faces of society. lntrfgued with 
cr~~ting new psycholgical dimensions of charact~r, he wrote 
one of his most perplexing studies of man's attempt to be 
both h f ms e I f and a t t he same t f me a I I t h i n gs, the great god 
brown. No doubt, The Great God Brown f s a play that Is con-
cerned with studying opposing character types; however, 
the problem expands. Are they conflicting aspects between 
opposing characters, or are they conflicts within one perso-ni 
Th e r e I s no o n e an s w er , bu t th e mas k i s t h e pr i me s ym bo I f n 
this play by which the individual can reveal by taking off 
his mask or ~Ide by p~Jting it on his real self in a world 
in which the spirit of creativity is subverted by materialism. 
He probes so deep into the beings of characters through the 
use of this symbolic device that it Is indeed dif.flcult to 
determine in the end it Dion Anthony and Wf lliam Brown are 
opposite characters or manifestations of the spl It person-
ality of one. 
Many of O'Nei I I 1 s earlier plays had been character-
ized by a kind of tragic exaltation. At least there was some 
vf rtue to suffering, and man's very endurance attested to his 
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dignity in his quest to find his dream. At the end of ·Al I 
-
God ' s Ch i II u n Go t W i n g s J i m Down e y r em a i n s co n s t an t , f a i t h f u I , 
and protective of his insane wife El la who has done I lttle 
but demean him. O'Nel II can have Jim look at her with a rapt, 
worshipping expression and say that he wl II play with her 
I 
right on up to the gates of heaven. Even the two lovers In 
Desire ~nder the Elms, having committed Incest and infant I• 
--
c_Jde, can walk out of the house to their doom, looking up at 
the sun, hand in hand, with a rapt and devout expressfon on 
their faces. 
With Strange Inter ludit the dream of earthly bliss 
comes to an end. Man (in this case Nina L:eeds the prota-
go n i s t of t he p I a y ) f s f or c e d i n to t h e r e a I i z a ti o n t h a t th e 
world of moral ideal ism Into which he has been educated does 
not correspond to the world of experience. Through nine acts 
and over a period of twenty-five years the characters, and 
Nina In particular, grope for some new concept of morality. 
' 
that wil I give meaning. to their lives. The sheer length of 
the play was overwhelming in that the American audience had 
experienced nothing I ike it before: a playing of about six 
or seven hours divided into a matinee with a break for dlnncr, 
and continuing on Into the evening. Even those who didn't 
I fke the play were stunned by the experimental aspect .of It. 
It Is more probable that O'Neil l's experimenting In this play 
was greatly influenced by the naturallstic-reafistic-psycho• 
logical novel. However, just as he had used the masl:. in 
lli Gre-at ~Brown so effectively to hf de or reveal the 
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introverted aspects of personality, he experimented with a 
new form of dialogue in Strange Interlude. He realized that 
the use of the mask in its dramatic functions had its lfmf-
t a t i o n s • He c a I I e d t h I s n ew u s e of I a n g u a g e t h e i n t e r i or 
monologue. By means of this type of Interior dialogue, which 
actually was a more com~lex use of the psychological mask 
0 1Net 11. was able to create Nina Leeds as a kind of twentieth 
century Everywoman struggling in·a world whose values she finds 
obsolete. She aptly symbolizes Jung's concept that God Is a 
woman dealing with man on three symbolic levels: husband, 
lover, and father. 
Intrigued always with family relationships especially 
tn the drama and feeling the acute sense of failure and gut It 
in his own, O'Neill began to think more and more about .a sub-
ject that had Interested him for a long time and one surpris-
ingly neglected by other American dramatists, the tragedy of 
the curse on the House of Atreus. 0 1 Nei 11 knew that It would 
be difftcul t' for a modern audience to accept the Greek con-
... 
cept of Fate. As he began to experiment with various Greek 
tragic themes, it finally became clear to htm that the Aesch-v-
lean trilogy would be his basis for creating tts counterpart 
fn the American theatre. It was he said the play up to this 
time that had given him the most difficulty in writing. He 
worked on the play for three years, and from the very beginning 
two major problems confronted him: In terms of plot how 
closely should he fol low Aeschylus? Who was to be the real 
t r a g t c · pro t a go n t s t i n t he p I ay V I t I s n e c e s s a r y to f o I I ow 
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the experiments along thtse two lines In order to compre-
hend the magnitude and complexity of what was ultimately to 
evolve Into Mourning Becomes Electra, his modern Oresteia. 
For Mourning Becomes Electra is no ordinary play. 
The way In which 0 1 Nell I followed the Greek pattern of tragedy 
/ 
in essentials and the major changes that he was to make notably 
In his choice of heroine and in the third play of the trilogy, 
"ThtZ Haunted," are notable examples of his experimenting with 
the drama. Each character fn the O'Neil I play is a symbol Jn 
the modern world of his counterpart in the Agamemnon tragedy 
-- a tragedy symbolizing self-destruction as well as t'he des• 
tructfon of the family heritage by means of the uncontrollable 
passions of hate, love, and jealousy. In addition to his ex-
perimenting with plot and character, he was to employ three 
notable symbols in much the same way as the conventions of 
Greek tragedy were used. The first Is Seth Beckwith as the 
leader of the Chorus. The second is the use of the set chanty 
"Shenandoah"' as a hau~tting refrain paral lelling the acti-on 
throughout the play. The blessed isles of the South Seas 
is the third, a symbol of the freedom that they arc al I 
seeking. 
In writing lb.! Iceman Cometh O'Neill began to cxperf• 
ment Jn more depth with his own personal experiences as the 
subject for a new drama. All of his biographers and most of 
the critics of his works sound one similar note: O'Neill was 
always writing about himself and his family. No doubt he did, 
but In this play as In no one before he was able to objectify 
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those experiences and create his most start I Ing natural·istic 
play. In creating the plot and the characters he drew from 
his early personal experiences during the Jimmy-the-Priest 
years, his own alcoholism, the derelict I iving of himself and 
others, and even his own attempted suicide. At no time in the 
play (perhaps he had or had not in others depending on which 
critics one believes) does he attempt to obscure or reveal 
the Identities of the characters that symbolize various qua-
llties of human degeneracy. The setting in which these cha-
racters are placed ha dramatically stylized one obviously 
arranged for some symbolic purpose. Even the number and names 
of the characters must convey some symbolic meaning. O'Neil I 
places them In a saloon-rooming house of the gin mil I variety 
i n t h e we s t s i de o f New Yo r le • However th e mo s t exp er Im en t a I 
s ym bo I I c de v i c e t ha t 0' Ne t II u s e s i n t h i s p I a v i s t h e w a y h e 
groups related characters into each of three concentric circles 
and proceeds· to show their effects on one another In their own 
group and ultimately their effects on the other groups. Into 
their midst comes a salesman -- symbolic of some form of saviour 
who forces them to peal away from their flesh the skin. of their 
illusions with painful and shattering results not often seen 
in the theatre. 
0'Nef I I said that in writing~ Day's Journey ..L.!?.!.2 
Night he came face to face with al I his old ghosts: symbols 
of his personal and family tragedy. Such a reconci If at ion 
could have come about only through a kind of penetrating self-
analysf's, and this ts indeed the subject of the play In a way 
that It had not been the subject of any other. This pl.av 
seems the most autobiographical; yet a study of the play re-
v ea I s t hat i t i s f I rs t of a I I a work of a r t i n w h i ch the art f st 
Is always in control. It is remarkable that so successful • 
p I a y co n ta i n e d I I t t I e a c t i o n a R<J no n e of t h e v i o I enc e t h. a t. 
audiences had come to expect from an O•Nell I play. In fact 
O'Neil I returned to the simplest form of Greek tragedy. Even 
though It Is a very long play he has compressed· the psycholo-
gical history of his whole family into a single day. His 
method. is Sophoclean; as his characters attempt to move for-
ward through the action oft he play, they move backward In 
time by means of dialogue to expose their most painful memories. 
Consequently 0 1Nei II Is able to delineate the malevolent forces 
Jn the lives of the Tyrone-0 1Netll family. In the play the 
T yr o n e f am I I v s ym bo I i z e s o n a t r a g I c I e v e I t h e d es t r u c t Io n of 
the 0 1Nei I I family. The excellence of the play then ts Its 
characterization. It was only because 0 1Nei II was not com-
pletely the characters he created that he was able to envision 
their tragedies. Each chardcter symbolized a part of him. 
Yet he was able to hold in equilibrium within himself the 
various passions which ultimately destroyed his characters. 
The usual O'Neill symbols are still there: the house, time, 
fog, night, sea, I iquor. But never In any play had 0 1Net II 
so ably and brilliantly blended the plot, setting, and cha• 
racters as he did in this one. In writing the play O'Netll 
no doubt chose passions wl thin himself whfch represented 
the phantoms and ghosts In his own family. O'Neill himself 
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says at the end of the play that whatever it Is, It Is .faith-
ful realism. By exposing these passions in dramatic form he 
accomplished his own purgation. Reliving the past, he effected 
his own catharsis. Through his use of symbolic transference 
perhaps he, as Hamlet suggests, was able to end the problem 
by taking up arms against it • 
.. 
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